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ABSTRACT  
THE EFFECTIVENESS OF EXTENDED ORIENTATION FIRST YEAR 
SEMINARS:  A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW AND META-ANALYSIS 
 
Matthew S Berry 
July 2, 2014 
Previous research has shown that while nearly 40% of all students who enter 
postsecondary institutions leave without ever obtaining a degree, nearly two-thirds of 
students who persist to their second year eventually obtain a degree.  Given the impact of 
the first year, a multitude of initiatives designed to promote first-to-second year 
persistence developed.  The most popular initiative has been the first year seminar and 
particularly the extended orientation model of first year seminar.  Given its prominence in 
the undergraduate curriculum, a large body of research has developed in recent decades 
investigating the first year seminar.  However, the predominance of this literature has 
been conducted as single institution studies thus limiting the generalizability of previous 
findings.  Therefore, in this study I used a systematic review and meta-analysis to move 
beyond information provided by single institution studies and gain a broader 
understanding of the overall effectiveness of extended orientation first year seminars.   
The results indicated that voluntary participation in an extended orientation first 
year seminar had a statistically significant, positive effect on first term GPA, first year 
GPA, and first-to-second year retention.  For each of these three outcomes, a significant 
degree of heterogeneity was observed between study effect size estimates.  Moderator 
 vii 
 
tests did not identify patterns in this heterogeneity but did indicate that, for the first term 
GPA outcome, courses taught by faculty as opposed to teams of faculty and staff or staff 
alone were associated with larger effect sizes.  Also, for the retention outcome, samples 
comprised of less than 75% White students yielded larger effects than did samples with 
greater than 75% white students.  The implications of these findings for university 
administrators are also discussed along with suggestions for future research.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 viii 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................... iv 
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................... vi 
LIST OF TABLES ................................................................................................ xii 
LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................. xiii 
INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................. 1 
Retention Matters ............................................................................................ 2 
The First Year ................................................................................................. 6 
First Year Seminars......................................................................................... 9 
Purpose of the Study ..................................................................................... 15 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ...................................................................... 18 
College Student Retention .................................................................................... 19 
The 1970s ...................................................................................................... 19 
The 1980s ...................................................................................................... 21 
The 1990s ...................................................................................................... 24 
The 21st Century ........................................................................................... 27 
First Year Retention .............................................................................................. 28 
 ix 
 
Changing Demographics ....................................................................................... 31 
First Year Seminars .............................................................................................. 33 
Seminar Typology ......................................................................................... 34 
Extended Orientation Seminars .................................................................... 37 
METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................... 39 
Paradigmatic Framework .............................................................................. 39 
Study Inclusion Criteria ................................................................................ 41 
Literature Search Strategy............................................................................. 42 
Coding Strategy ............................................................................................ 45 
Publication Bias ............................................................................................ 46 
Effect Size Metric ................................................................................................. 49 
Meta Analytic Procedures ..................................................................................... 52 
Weighted Effect Size .................................................................................... 53 
Unit of Analysis ............................................................................................ 54 
Moderator Analysis ....................................................................................... 54 
Fixed Vs. Random Effects ............................................................................ 56 
RESULTS ............................................................................................................. 58 
Search Outcomes .......................................................................................... 58 
Note.  Carnegie Classifications as of January, 2014. ............................................ 61 
Main Analyses ...................................................................................................... 61 
 x 
 
Meta-Analysis One:  First Term GPA .......................................................... 63 
Meta-Analysis Two:  First Year GPA .......................................................... 67 
Meta-Analysis Three:  First-to-Second Year Retention ............................... 73 
Group Differences ......................................................................................... 77 
FYS Grades ................................................................................................... 79 
Analyses for Publication Bias ....................................................................... 80 
Summary of Meta-Analyses ................................................................................. 81 
DISCUSSION ....................................................................................................... 82 
Major Findings ...................................................................................................... 84 
First Term GPA............................................................................................. 84 
First Year GPA ............................................................................................. 85 
First-to-Second Year Retention .................................................................... 85 
Moderators .................................................................................................... 86 
Implications .......................................................................................................... 87 
Positive Effects ............................................................................................. 89 
Practical Significance.................................................................................... 90 
Exploring Alternatives .................................................................................. 95 
Limitations & Directions for Future Research ..................................................... 97 
Volunteer Bias .............................................................................................. 97 
Quality of Reporting ..................................................................................... 99 
 xi 
 
Scope and Scale .......................................................................................... 100 
Study Design ............................................................................................... 101 
Mixed Methods ........................................................................................... 102 
Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 104 
REFERENCES ................................................................................................... 105 
APPENDICES .................................................................................................... 126 
Appendix A – Screening Coding Guide ............................................................. 126 
Appendix B - Full Coding Guide ........................................................................ 127 
Appendix C – Study Request Protocol ............................................................... 137 
Appendix D – Group Comparability .................................................................. 138 
Appendix D – Moderator Table .......................................................................... 140 
Appendix F - Studies Included in Meta-Analytic Samples ................................ 142 
CURRICULUM VITAE ..................................................................................... 150 
 
 xii 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
          TABLE          PAGE 
Keyword Searches ................................................................................................ 43 
Raw Mean Difference – First Term GPA ............................................................. 64 
Moderators of Effect Size – First Term GPA ....................................................... 67 
Raw Mean Difference – First Year GPA .............................................................. 70 
Moderators of Effect Size – First  Year GPA ....................................................... 72 
Log Odds Ratio – First –to-Second Year Retention ............................................. 75 
Moderators of Effect Size – First-to-Second Year Retention ............................... 76 
Summary of Meta-Analytic Results ...................................................................... 84 
Summary of Moderator Tests ............................................................................... 88 
 
 
 
  
 xiii 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
FIGURE PAGE 
 
Figure 1 Trim & Fill - First Term GPA .............................................................. 123 
Figure 2 Trim & Fill - First Year GPA ............................................................... 124 
Figure 3 Trim & Fill - Retention......................................................................... 125 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 1 
 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Student retention has been recognized as American higher education’s primary 
goal as well as its greatest challenge (Reason, 2009).  The difficulty of retaining students 
has been highlighted by decades of troubling rates of retention and graduation.  Since 
1983 five-year graduation rates at four-year colleges and universities have ranged from a 
low of 50.9% in 2001 to a high of 55.1% in 1989.  In 2013 just below 53% of students at 
four-year institutions had graduated within five years.  During the same thirty year period 
two-year colleges and universities showed similar sluggishness with 3-year attainment 
rates ranging from a low of 25.5% in 2012 to a high of 38.8% in 1989 (ACT, 2013).  In 
total, approximately 40% of students at every level of higher education leave their college 
without obtaining a degree (Tinto, 1993).    
Decades of research has investigated college student retention in an attempt to 
better understand student departure behavior (Braxton, 2000; Boden, 2012).  Though no 
clear solutions have come to light through this work, perhaps the clearest theme to 
emerge is the significance of the first year of college.  Since 1983 first-to-second-year 
retention rates for four-year colleges and universities have ranged from 72.3% in 2008 to 
74.9% in 1991 and from 51.3% in 2004 to 55.7% in 2012 for two-year institutions (ACT, 
2013).  Tinto (1993) placed these numbers into context through the assertion that “the 
largest proportion of institutional leaving occurs in the first year and prior to the 
beginning of the second year,” (p. 14).  Terenzini (1987) helped to further underscore the
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relationship between the first year, retention, and graduation by stating that at least 50% 
of the overall dropout rate can be accounted for by freshman leaving at the end of the first 
year of study.  It seems clear then that first-to-second year persistence has a direct impact 
on long-term persistence and the likelihood of eventual degree-attainment.  While 
national five-year graduation rates have hovered near 50% for decades, among students 
who do persist to their second year, about two-thirds complete a degree (Stratton, 
O’Toole, Wetzel, 2008).  Given this impact, “the first year is of particular importance to 
the continued discourse on college student retention in American higher education,” 
(Kuep, 2006, p. 62).   
Retention Matters 
The benefits of degree attainment have become nearly undeniable.  A college 
degree has largely supplanted the high school diploma as the educational credential most 
needed for economic self-sufficiency and productive citizenship.  Earning a bachelor’s 
degree has been linked to cognitive, social and economic benefits (Kiser & Price, 2008).  
These benefits are often passed to younger generations increasing opportunities for 
productive citizenship and by extension enhancing society at large (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, 
Kinzie, Gonyea, 2008).  It is these increased opportunities that are amongst the principal 
motivations for improving rates of retention and graduation (Delen, 2012).  The Institute 
for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) categorized the benefits of postsecondary degree 
attainment into four groups.  First, public economic benefits include increased tax 
revenues, worker productivity, a larger consumer base, and a decreased reliance on 
government financial support.  Next, private economic benefits encompass higher 
salaries, lower unemployment, improved working conditions, and professional mobility.  
 3 
 
Public social benefits include reduction in crime, increased civic action, and a greater 
appreciation for diversity.  Finally, private social benefits such as improved health, higher 
quality of life, and a longer life span have all been linked to postsecondary degree 
attainment (The Investment Payoff:  A 50-State Analysis of the Public and Private 
Benefits of Higher Education, 2005).   
Perhaps the clearest advantage of student persistence and degree attainment is 
seen in terms of individual economic prosperity.  In 2011, for example, the median salary 
of bachelor’s degree holders was $21,100 higher than those who held no higher than a 
high school diploma.  This income gap widens as individuals progress through their 
careers.  Amongst full-time workers aged 25 – 29, bachelor’s degree holders earn 54% 
more than high school graduates.  For those between 45 – 49 years of age, this disparity 
grows to 86% (Education Pays:  The benefits of higher education for individuals and 
society, 2013).  Similarly, associate’s degree holders earn an average median salary 
31.2% greater than do high school graduates (The Economic Benefits of Postsecondary 
Degrees, 2012).  Those who attain a postsecondary degree not only earn more but also 
see lower levels of unemployment.  In 2012, for example, the unemployment rate for 
four-year college graduates was 7.1% below that of high school graduates while 
associates degree-holders were 4.0 percentage points below high school graduates.  
Finally, during a 40-year working life, the median earnings of those with associate’s 
degrees are 27% higher than those with a high school degree.  Bachelor’s degree holders 
will, on average, have 65% higher median earnings than high school graduates 
(Education Pays, 2013).  Over the course of a career this means that, on average, 
associate’s degree holders earn about $400,000 more than high school graduates while 
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those with a bachelor’s degree can expect an average of $1 million more in lifetime 
earnings than their counterparts who hold a high school degree (The College Payoff:  
Education, Occupations, Lifetime Earnings, 2009).   
The impact of retention does not limit itself to the individual.  Many, if not most, 
of the institutions losing students are heavily dependent upon tuition revenue.  The loss of 
students equates to the loss of key revenue for colleges and universities.  Not only are 
tuition dollars lost but other key sources of revenue such as room and board and other 
fees are also no longer collected.  To combat these losses institutional resources are often 
rerouted from other priorities (Kiser & Price, 2008).  Recruitment, for example, is often 
used as a way of stemming the financial impact of student attrition.  Strategies such as 
this, however, require significant institutional expenditures; often without a clear benefit.  
It can take 3 – 5 times more money to recruit a new student than it does to retain a current 
student (Cuseo, 2010).  Further, according to Hossler and Bean (1990), a student who is 
retained at an institution for four years will generate the same revenue as will four new 
students who leave after one year.  In addition to the immediate fiscal impact, losing 
current students also means losing a base of future potential income.  Students who are 
not retained by an institution are less likely to become future financial donors (Jamelske, 
2008) or to recommend the institution to future prospective students (Cuseo, 2010).  
Therefore, the issue of student retention is one of immediate and long-term financial 
concern for postsecondary institutions.   
Aside from the financial impact that student departure can have, the reputation 
and perceived effectiveness of postsecondary institutions is at stake as well.  Retention 
and graduation rates have long been used as a proxy for the successes and failures of 
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educational efforts.  Further, these measures are seen as a gauge of what future 
performance might look like (Copeland & Levesque-Bristol, 2011).  Key stakeholders 
view student outcomes as a measure of the quality of postsecondary education 
institutions.  Public and political pressures for greater efficiency and effectiveness on the 
part of higher education have increased during the past decade and given rise to a new 
college completion agenda.  This focus was intensified by the Obama administration’s 
espousal of the 2020 goal to have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world 
(College Graduation:  Behind the Numbers, 2010).  Therefore, in the current landscape of 
American higher education, retaining and graduating students is perhaps as critical to the 
perceived success of institutions as it is to the individual.   
Not just individuals and institutions but “all of society benefits when more people 
have college educations,” (Cunningham, 2006, p. 1).  Individuals with postsecondary 
degrees not only contribute more, on average, to the tax and consumer base but also tend 
to be healthier, rely less on government social programming, are less likely to be 
incarcerated in their lifetimes, and generally engage more frequently in pro-social civic 
behavior (Cunningham, 2006).  Postsecondary education is also positively correlated with 
civic behaviors such as voting, attending public meetings, and running for public office 
(Malveaux, 2003).  42% of adults with a four year degree report volunteering in some 
capacity as compared to 17% of those with a high school degree.  Furthermore, in 2012, 
12% of high school graduates 25 and older lived in households that were enrolled in the 
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) compared to just 2% of those with 
at least a bachelor’s degree  (Education Pays, 2013).  Research has also shown that those 
who persist to degree attainment display more open and critical thinking patterns, higher 
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levels of involvement in political and social activities, more willingness to participate in 
community service, and a greater openness to issues related to racial and cultural 
diversity.  While postsecondary education cannot be credited as the sole reason for these 
behaviors it is clear that those who have the opportunity to attend and graduate from 
institutions of higher education have greater access to resources which assist them in 
developing into productive and engaged citizens (Cunningham, 2006).   
Not only is the retention and graduation of students essential to the mission of 
higher education, then, but there are tangible advantages as well.  Institutions and their 
students enjoy clear social and economic benefits from high rates of degree attainment.  
Subsequently, if retaining students to their second year vastly improves the chances of 
retention through to graduation (Stratton, et al., 2008) then the first-to-second year 
retention of undergraduate students is among the most important issues in American 
higher education.  Given the impact of navigating the first year it is little wonder that, as 
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) point out, “studies of first- to second- year persistence 
dominate this literature.”   
The First Year 
The task of retaining students into their second year has proven difficult largely as 
a byproduct of the unique issues present in the first year of college.  The first year is a 
time of transition marked by obstacles impeding social and academic integration into the 
college environment (Crissman, 2002).  Students must deal with issues such as choosing 
a major, navigating a higher level curriculum, managing time effectively, and forming 
new relationships with faculty, staff and fellow students (Gardner, 2001).  Traditionally 
aged first-year students may also face a substantial identity role shift from adolescence 
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toward adulthood.  Many freshmen are confronted with a new level of independence and 
face physical and psychological separation from family and past social and peer support 
groups.  These realities can make the first year especially difficult for those who may also 
be faced with “significant stressors such as acculturation issues, financial strain, 
adjustment, and/or emotional problems,” (Hanger, Goldenson, Weinberg, Schmitz-
Sciborski, Monzon, 2012). These challenges, along with those which may be unique to 
the individual, are all confronted as a part of the ongoing decision-making process of 
whether to stay at an institution, to drop out, stop out, or to transfer (Andrade, 2008).  
The challenges of the first year of college have translated into consistently high 
levels of student departure.  In the ten year period between 1992 and 2002, for example, 
first-to-second year retention rates for all four-year institutions ranged from a high of 
74.8% in 1992 to a low of 73.1% in 1996 (ACT, 2013).  In 2004 this rate had fallen to 
68.3% (ACT, 2005) and in 2013 just over 65% of students returned to their original 
institution for their second year (ACT, 2013b).  Overall, in the thirty year period between 
1983 and 2013 the first-to-second year retention rate for all colleges and universities in 
the United States was 65.8% (ACT, 2013).   
In response to empirical and theoretical findings highlighting the unique nature of 
the first year there has been wide recognition of the need for concentrated efforts to ease 
the transition from high school to college (Adrande, 2008; Soldner, Lee, Duby, 1999; 
Dill, Gilbert, Hill, Minchew, Sempier, 2011).  Curricular and co-curricular interventions 
have taken many forms but have typically shared the common goals of promoting 
academic success, social integration, and ultimately retaining students.  Other common 
objectives of first year interventions include increasing student-to-student interaction, 
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faculty-to-student interaction outside of class, increasing student involvement and time 
on campus, linking the curriculum and co-curriculum, increasing academic expectations, 
promoting engagement, and assisting academically underprepared students in their 
transition (Barefoot, 2000).  These efforts have been labeled with the moniker of First 
Year Experience (FYE) programs (Soldner, et al., 1999).   FYE programs can include 
learning communities, orientation programs, student development interventions, course 
support initiatives and first-year seminars (Andrade, 2008).  Others initiatives include 
peer advising and mentoring networks, campus-sponsored “Welcome” activities, 
workshops and tutorials, residence life programming, and a plethora of other 
interventions (Kuep, 2006).  
There are three forms of first-year interventions which have taken prominence in 
the overall FYE movement.  The first of these are service learning programs. These 
programs characterized by the inclusion of service activities that are tied to a classroom 
experience and used to promote campus and civic engagement amongst students (Kuep, 
2006).  Next are learning communities.  While many definitions exist, the core of a 
learning community involves curricular structures that encourage broader understanding 
of material through the integration of similar themes across courses and within groups of 
students (Knight, 2003).  Cross (1998) defined learning communities as “groups of 
people engaged in intellectual interaction for the purpose of learning,” (p. 4).  Finally, 
and given its prominence, perhaps most importantly, are first year seminars.  First year 
seminars (FYS) are most often small, discussion based courses in which curricular and 
co-curricular exchanges between students and faculty are designed to assist in the 
academic and social integration into college life (Kuep, 2006).  Among all first year 
 9 
 
interventions first year seminars stand alone in their pervasiveness as a tool designed to 
promote the first-to-second year retention of undergraduate students.     
First Year Seminars 
The pervasive nature of freshman seminars has roots dating back as far as the late 
19th century.  Lee College in Kentucky is recognized as having offered the first freshman 
seminar in 1882 (“History of first university seminar”, 2013).  Boston University offered 
their own version in 1888 and Iowa State followed suit in 1900 (Schnell & Doetkott, 
2003).  Taking the versions seen at these universities a step further, the first credit 
bearing FYS was implemented at Reed College in 1911 (Davis, 1992) and by the mid-
1920s there were as many as 100 freshman seminars across the nation (Schnell & 
Doetkott, 2003).  The freshman year seminar has not always existed in such a welcoming 
environment, however.  Questions surrounding the academic rigor, curricular 
appropriateness, and overall necessity of such efforts began to circulate in the mid-20th 
century.  By the 1960s there was a dramatic decline in the number of freshman seminars; 
to the point of near extinction.  This trend did not last long, however, as the late 1970s 
brought the birth of the modern FYE movement (Hunter & Murray, 2007).   
The resurgence of the FYS was born from the confluence of several precipitating 
factors.  The 1970s saw many changes in higher education.  Demographic shifts brought 
increases in the nontraditional, first generation and minority student populations (Schnell 
& Doetkott, 2003).  Total undergraduate enrollment also grew at a rate of 42 percent 
throughout the decade bringing both more and more types of students to campus 
(“History of the first university program”, 2013).  These changes came as a surprise to 
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many administrators given the decline in the college age population of the time (Dresch, 
1983).    
Along with these evolutions in national enrollment trends, an ideological shift 
occurred regarding popular views of students’ development processes.  Since the 
inception of the American model of higher education and through much of the 1960s in 
loco parentis had been the guiding student development model.  Under this model 
university faculty and staff act literally in the place of parents and take the chief role in 
developing both the academic and moral development of students.  Traditionally, 
colleges and universities were in control of everything in students’ lives; both academic 
and personal.  This changed in part due to the 1971 ratification of the 26th amendment to 
the Constitution of the United States which changed the legal age of adulthood from 21 
years to 18 years of age.  In loco parentis was also largely abandoned because of 
changing views amongst faculty and administrators of their role in the development of 
students.  Therefore in loco parentis was replaced during the 1970s by an overriding 
belief that the lion’s share of an institution’s student development responsibilities began 
and ended at the classroom door (Bowden, 2007). 
During this time unrest on campuses surrounding issues such as the civil rights 
movement and the Vietnam War also had an effect on the evolution of the first year 
seminar movement.  Added layers of challenges for an increasingly diverse student body 
called into question institutions’ role in development beyond the traditional academic 
sphere.  One of the most galvanizing events in the resurgence of the first year seminar 
occurred within this context.  In 1972 Thomas Jones’, then president of the University of 
South Carolina, response to a campus riot reinvigorated the larger FYE movement.  In 
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addressing student concerns Jones implemented courses with specially trained instructors 
which were expressly designed to assist first year students.  Throughout the 70s this 
course was continuously assessed and studied.  The results showed significantly positive 
results on key student outcomes prompting many institutions to seek counsel from the 
University of South Carolina on how to find similar success in their curriculum (Hunter 
& Murray, 2007).    
The 1980s saw interest in first-year seminars continue to gain momentum.  Dwyer 
(1989) identified increased numbers of students entering campus without adequate 
academic training, a changing curricular and regulatory environment, and a campus 
culture which had become less conducive to assisting first year students as major reasons 
for wide adoption of FYS programs.  Accelerating the trend further was a 1984 report 
entitled Involvement in Learning: Realizing the Potential of American Higher Education 
released by a group from the National Institute of Education that expressly suggested 
college administrators reallocate institutional resources, including faculty, to increase 
service to first year students (Hunter, 2006). This upward trajectory of first year seminars 
on campuses across the nation prompted to University of South Carolina to establish the 
National Research Center for the Freshman-Year Experience (now named the National 
Resource Center for the First Year Experience and Students in Transtion) in 1986.   
The 1990s continued the trend of the previous two decades and were marked by 
exponential growth in first year experience courses.  By the middle of the 1990s the 
National Resource Center for the First Year and Students in Transition reported that, 
based upon a survey of more than 2,460 accredited colleges and universities, 71.8 percent 
of institutions offered a freshman seminar, with an additional 5.6 percent expressing the 
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intention to add a course of this design to their curriculum at the outset of the following 
academic year (Schnell & Doetkott, 2003).  This trend has continued over subsequent 
decades and the freshman year seminar has now reached near ubiquity in American 
higher education.  (“History of the first year seminar”, 2013).   
As Barefoot (2000) describes, the two decades preceding the 21st century saw 
“literally thousands of first-year programs…created with increased retention rates as the 
primary, if not the sole, desired outcome,” (p. 14).  According to the Policy Center on the 
First Year of College (2002), 94% of accredited four-year colleges and universities offer 
a first-year seminar in which at least a portion of their students participated.  Furthermore 
over 50% of institutions offer a first year seminar to 90% or more of their entering 
students (Porter & Swing, 2006).  More recently a survey conducted by the National 
Resource Center for the First-Year Experience & Students in Transition (2009) reported 
that just over 87% of responding institutions of all types reported having a first-year 
seminar of some kind.   
Judging by its proliferation there seems to be some level of consensus regarding 
the value of the first year seminar.  These courses have been included in curricula since 
the late 19th century and enjoy a prominent place in today’s American higher education 
environment.  Despite this level of continuity, however, there exists variability in the type 
of first year seminar colleges and universities offer.  Though no standardized format 
exists, Barefoot (1992) provides a working definition:  
“the freshman seminar is a course intended to enhance the 
academic and/or social integration of first-year students by introducing 
them (a) to a variety of specific topics, which vary by seminar type, (b) to 
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essential skills for college success, and (c) to selected processes, the most 
common of which is the creation of a peer support group,” (p. 49).   
Padgett, Hunter and Kilgo (2011) identify some of the most common forms of 
freshman seminars.  These include academic seminars with generally uniform content, 
academic seminars with various topics, professional or discipline-based seminars, basic 
study skills seminars, hybrid seminars and extended orientation seminars.  Of these, by 
far the most popular is the extended orientation model of the first year seminar.  The 
extended orientation seminar is a model in which the focus of the course is building skills 
necessary for the transition into the college environment.  Students work on getting to 
know specific campuses, building social networks, and basic academic and study skills.  
Currently, the extended orientation model is offered at a rate of nearly 3:1 to the next 
highest model (Padgett, Hunter, Kilgo, 2011).   
Extended orientation seminars are often referred to as freshman orientation 
courses, college survival, university 101, college transition, student success courses or a 
variety of other labels.  These courses focus on acquainting first year students with 
important campus resources, developing time management skills, academic and career 
planning, learning strategies, and assisting common student development issues (Fidler, 
1991).  Over the past several decades, research on extended orientation courses for first-
year students has been ever-present in academic literature (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  
Students who take these courses have previously been shown to participate more often in 
campus activities and have higher instances of out of class faculty contact (Porter & 
Swing, 2006).   Research has also identified a link between course participation and 
higher levels of credit hour completion and academic performance and overall retention 
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(Jamelske, 2008).  Williford, Chapman, and Kahrig (2001) found that positive effects 
from taking these seminars extend all the way through to increased rates of graduation 
amongst course participants.   Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) summarized the major 
research findings in this body of literature by stating that participation in these courses 
overwhelmingly produces “positive effects on a student’s successful transition to college 
and the likelihood of persistence into the second year…and on a considerable array of 
other college experiences known to be related directly and indirectly to bachelor’s degree 
completion,” (p. 403).   
Although these findings help to validate the extended orientation first year 
seminar’s place as a crucial intervention, critiques of the manner in which these studies 
have been conducted have often been levied.   Barefoot (2000), for example, argues that 
the scope of research on first-year seminars is limited and rarely extends beyond an 
analysis of retention rates.  For example, few studies have investigated elements of these 
courses such as the impact of voluntary enrollment or credit bearing nature influence 
outcomes.  Important social integration topics such as the incorporation of diversity-
related practices and curriculum have also been largely overlooked and generally the 
literature has explored only tangentially the relationship between first year seminars and 
student success outcomes (Engberg & Mayhew, 2007).  There has also been a lack of 
research connecting first year seminars to the intellectual development of first year 
students.  And, perhaps most vexingly, has been the preponderance of single institution 
studies which lack the generalizability to provide broad answers as to the effectiveness of 
extended orientation first year seminars (Padgett, Keup, & Pascarella, 2013). 
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Purpose of the Study 
It was in the context of the relationship between first year student success and 
degree attainment that I developed this study.  While national graduation rates have 
remained stubbornly low for decades, previous work has shown that students who persist 
from their first to their second year of study have higher graduation rates than those who 
leave their institution at some point between their freshman and sophomore years.  
Recognizing the impact that first-to-second year retention can have on graduation rates, 
colleges and universities across the US have implemented a multitude of interventions 
aimed at first year student success.  These interventions have taken many forms but the 
first year seminar has been the most popular model; particularly the extended orientation 
model of the first year seminar.  As FYS’s have continued to gain in popularity as a 
means of increasing first-to-second year retention, they have become among the most 
widely used and studied interventions in all of higher education.  While research 
investigating FYS’s has been prevalent, the generalizability of previous findings has been 
limited by the pervasiveness of single institution studies.  This work has provided only 
limited insight as to the effectiveness of these key interventions across time and settings 
and has left a gap in the literature. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to generalize 
beyond previous findings from single institution studies and gain a broader understanding 
of the overall effectiveness of orientation-themed first year seminars.  
 To begin to address these issues, a systematic review and meta-analysis was 
performed.  A systematic review may be defined as “an overview of primary studies 
which contains an explicit statement of objectives, materials, and methods and has been 
conducted according to explicit and reproducible methodology,” (Greenhalgh, 1997, p. 
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672).  This type of literature review helps to limit bias and reduce the probability of 
chance effects which leads to more reliable results upon which to draw inferences 
(Higgins & Green, 2006).  The systematic review in this study was followed by meta-
analysis; a form of research synthesis that uses quantitative techniques to accumulate and 
compare individual results of several research studies. Under this method it is studies and 
not individuals which act as subjects comprising the sample (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  
As Glass, McGaw and Smith (1981) describe, “The essential character of meta-analysis is 
that it is the statistical analysis of the summary findings of many empirical studies,” (p. 
21).   
A key component of the meta-analytic technique is its ability to produce a 
transparent, replicable summary of research findings.  This is achieved in part through the 
systematic coding process.  Systematic coding allows research synthesis, to codify 
individual study characteristics and, most critically, these studies’ quantitative findings.  
Statistical adaptations are then used to identify and describe patterns within the sample’s 
collective findings.  This analysis provides information about the strength, direction, and 
relative importance of relationships between variables.  Perhaps the greatest asset of 
meta-analysis lies in this ability to produce synthesized effect size estimates, combined 
across studies, which allow for higher powered estimates than can be provided by any 
single study alone (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Given the context and purpose of this study, 
meta-analysis offers key analytic advantages via its ability to discover and describe 
patterns present in previous research studies. 
The guiding purpose of this study was to use these techniques to synthesize 
previous research findings in order to gain a broader understanding of the effectiveness of 
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extended orientation first year seminars.  Effectiveness, however, is a broad term which 
can be measured in any number of ways.  Therefore, for this study I measure 
effectiveness in terms of FYS’s impact on two often measured constructs of student 
success:  retention and grade point average (GPA).  I chose to use first-to-second year 
retention not only because of its correlation to increased rates of graduation (ACT, 2013) 
but also because increased rates of student retention is the most commonly used measure 
of effectiveness for seminars (Barefoot, 2000).  Although GPA is less directly tied to 
graduation than is first-to-second year retention, it has been shown to be positively 
correlated with retention and graduation.  And although it is not a perfect measure of 
student success (Chartriand, 2012),  I included GPA as a dependent variable in this study 
as it has been shown in many studies to make significant contributions to student 
persistence and to degree attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).    Therefore, I used 
systematic review and meta-analysis in order to answer each of two guiding research 
questions:   
Research Question 1:  Does voluntary participation in an extended 
orientation first year seminar increase first time, full time undergraduate 
students’ academic performance as measured by first semester or first year 
cumulative grade point average? 
Research Question 2:  Does voluntary participation in an extended 
orientation first year seminar increase the first-to-second year retention 
rates of first time, full time undergraduate students? 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Student retention is among the most studied topics in higher education (Tinto, 
2007). Research concerning the departure of students from colleges and universities has 
been empirically investigated since the early 20th century (Jones & Braxton, 2010).  
During the 1920s the earliest investigations into ‘student mortality’ were prompted by 
college registrar concerns over the failure of some students to graduate.  The 1930s saw 
attempts to quantify and explain attrition but until the 1950s the study of student retention 
progressed slowly (Boden, 2012).  However, an enrollment boom and the diversification 
of the student body during the immediate post-World War II era changed the landscape of 
American postsecondary education (Thelin, 2011).  This era was marked by demographic 
shifts, enrollment growth, and increased institutional diversity.  These changes prompted 
a renewed interest in issues surrounding student retention and by the 1960s influential 
works such as Gekoski and Schwartz’s (1961) “Student Mortality and Related Factors” 
Panos and Astin’s (1968) “Attrition Among College Students,” and Feldman and 
Newcomb’s (1969) The Impact of College on Students solidified the study of retention as 
critical to the field of higher education (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).  By the 
1970s concern from administrators over student dropout (Delen, 2012) brought what 
Berger and Lyon (2005) dubbed the dawn of theory in the study of college student 
retention.
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College Student Retention 
Before the study of retention began to take hold higher education during the 
1960s and 1970s, student departure or attrition was viewed largely as a reflection of the 
individual.  Those who chose not to remain were seen as less able or willing to integrate 
into the social and academic environment of college.  In the 1970s, however, this view 
began to change and institutional and environmental factors were recognized as having a 
major role in students’ decisions to stay or leave (Tinto, 2007).   
The 1970s 
Two formative theoretical models adapted from Durkheim’s (1961) model of 
suicide were published during the 1970s.  Spady’s (1970) sociological model of student 
dropout in higher education became the first widely recognized model of its kind in the 
study of retention (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).  In this model the interaction 
between student characteristics and the campus environment is examined.  Ultimately 
social integration into the campus community was thought to be the key to retaining 
students.  The variables of academic potential, friendship support, grade performance, 
intellectual development, and normative congruence all contributed to social integration 
in the model and could be indirectly linked to student retention or attrition (Spady, 1970).  
In an empirical study completed one year later Spady (1971) found that, of these 
variables, academic performance had the strongest link to retention.  
Also based on Durkeim’s (1961) model, Tinto’s (1975) model of student 
integration draws upon the theory of suicide to “explain attrition primarily in terms of the 
student’s failure to integrate into an institution’s social and academic systems,” 
(Wilcoxson, Cotter and Joy, 2011, p. 331).  The tie from Durkheim’s work on suicide is 
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made via the construction of college as a “social system with its own value and social 
structure,” (p.91 Tinto, 1975).  The model assumes that the conditions which often 
promote suicide can also prompt dropout behavior.  These conditions include insufficient 
interactions with others in the university community and a lack of congruency with the 
values and norms of the college.  According to the model, the degree to which this social 
integration occurs plays a direct role in whether or not students remain in college.  Tinto 
also accounts for integration into the academic systems of colleges and makes clear 
distinctions between “normative and structural integration in the academic domain of the 
college from that in the social domain of the college,” (p. 92 Tinto, 1975).  Based upon 
this understanding, Tinto’s model portrays retention as a longitudinal process primarily 
influenced by the degree to which students fit into the structure, social and academic 
environment of the institution (DeWitz, Woolsey & Walsh, 2009).   
In the four decades since its publication Tinto’s (1975) model has reached near-
paradigmatic status in the field of retention research.  This is made clear by the more than 
400 citations and 170 dissertations to-date which pertain to this theory (Braxton, Milem, 
Sullivan, 2000; Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; Coll & Stewart, 2008).  The model has gained 
immense popularity as a guiding framework for retention research and yet it has not been 
without its critics.  Scholars have pointed to its failure to recognize the nuanced nature of 
drop-out behavior as the original model does not allow for the possibility of leaving as a 
positive action for some students.  Others have criticized the limited attention that is 
given to integration into non-residential campuses.  Further, the credence given to 
institutional factors that promote student withdraw has, in the eyes of some, 
overshadowed the impact that external factors might also contribute to dropout behavior.  
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Even Tinto himself points to a lack of complexity and detail in his early work.  Tinto 
(2007) decries the over reliance of this model and others of its time on quantitative data 
gathered from residential campuses with primarily majority student bodies.  This, he 
states omitted “the experience of students in other types of institutions, two- and four-
year, and of students of different gender, race, ethnicity, income, and orientation,” (Tinto, 
2007, p. 3).     
The 1980s 
Lessons learned from these early seminal works brought about what the Study 
Group on the Conditions of Excellence in Higher Education (1984) called the “age of 
involvement.”   A wide range of research reinforced that student contact and involvement 
in the campus community work to reinforce positive student outcomes.  Among the 
outcomes found to be related to involvement were increased rates of retention (Tinto, 
2007).  The most notable theories in this line of research were published by Bean (1980) 
and Astin (1984).  Bean first produced the Model of Student Attrition in 1980 and then 
updated this work in 1985 while Astin’s Involvement Theory followed in 1984.   
Bean’s (1980) Model of Student Attrition was largely based on a model of worker 
turnover developed by Price (1977).  This was seen at the time as an alternative to 
traditional models of student attrition (Cabrera, Nora, & Castenada., 1993).  Bean’s work 
contained four categories of variables thought to explain student dropout.  In this causal 
model, Bean used dropout as the dependent variable and placed satisfaction and 
institutional commitment as intervening variables.  The remaining categories are the 
organizational determinants and background variables (Bean, 1980).   The Student 
Attrition Model posits that the intent to persist or drop out is affected by a linear process 
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in which beliefs shape attitudes, and attitudes then influence behavioral intents.  Bean’s 
work supposes that beliefs may be affected by a student's experiences with organizational 
components of the institution itself and, in contrast to Tinto’s Student Integration Model, 
recognizes that external factors can dramatically affect the attitudes and behaviors of 
college students.  Bean has tested several variations on the Student Attrition Model and 
has largely found support for the effect that organizational, personal, and environmental 
variables have in shaping student attitudes and their intent to either persist or drop out 
(Cabrera et al., 1993).  Later Bean’s model was refined to include five groups of 
variables: background, organizational, intent to leave, environmental and outcome, and 
attitudinal variables (Bean, 1985).   
Though gaps such as the limited the role given to environmental factors are 
present, Bean’s Student Attrition Model has been overwhelmingly well received 
(Desjardins, Kim, Rzonca, 2003).  Stratton, et al. (2004) describe Bean’s work as a more 
comprehensive view of student drop-out behavior due to the explicit use of external 
factors in the model. Also, Bean’s theory more fully incorporates the importance of 
behavioral intentions as predictors of persistence (Stratton, et al., 2004).  In addition to 
this praise, Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (1992) found that, despite 
similarities between Tinto’s Student Integration and the Student Attrition Model, the 
external factors highlighted in Bean’s model were crucial in in explaining persistence. 
Similarly, Astin’s (1984) Involvement Theory stresses the role of student 
involvement as a means to persistence (Kiser & Price, 2008). Astin (1984) defines 
involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student 
devotes to the academic experience,” (p. 518). In this model highly involved students are 
 23 
 
characterized as those who  may spend a great deal of time studying, may remain on 
campus more often, will likely participate in organizations and interacts frequently with 
faculty members and other students (Astin, 1984).  Astin’s model of involvement mirrors 
Titno’s (1975) concept of student integration in its assertion that the greater the student’s 
involvement in college, the greater the amount of student learning and personal 
development (Astin, 1984, p. 529).  Astin’s theory has been the foundation for 
administrative practices as well as empirical studies and has been strongly supported by 
more recent research. For example, Crissman (2002) found that club and organization 
membership was positively correlated with retention while Holland, Stallings, and 
Braxton (2002) found that “social integration has a significant positive effect both on 
freshman re-enrollment intentions and institutional commitment,” (p. 307).   
Astin’s work has helped to guide administrative practice as well as retention 
research through the theory that the opportunities students have to become more involved 
in activities on campus may determine student behaviors more so than institution type. 
Astin asserted that students should be afforded a great number of opportunities to interact 
with one another, as well as with faculty, so they might develop a stronger commitment 
to the institution. Statements such as this have prompted colleges and universities to craft 
and implement policies that increase student involvement in efforts to promote greater 
retention (Kiser & Price, 2008).   
In addition to theoretical work focused on student involvement the 1980s also saw 
the emergence of enrollment management.  Hossler and Bean (1990) defined enrollment 
management as an “organizational concept and a set of systematic activities designed to 
enable educational institutions to exert more influence over their student enrollments,” (p. 
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5).  Enrollment management is a system of marketing, recruitment, and retention 
whereby the whole institution is engaged in an organized effort to attract and retain 
students (Hossler, 1984).  This approach is designed to enhance student satisfaction and 
subsequently to increase the number of students who remain enrolled until they graduate.  
The crux of this approach is that if programs and services offered by institutions are 
coordinated, interconnected, and intentional, then an institution can be more responsive to 
students’ needs.  Using this model, institutions address their needs for stable enrollment 
and tuition as well as students’ needs for a quality education (Smith, 2000).  The practice 
of enrollment management was originally developed as a reaction to declining 
enrollments of the late 1970s but due to its widespread adoption on campuses across the 
United States it is now considered the hallmark of retention work during the 1980s 
(Berger & Lyon, 2005).    
The 1990s  
Retention research during the 1990s shifted from a focus on enrollment 
management and theories of involvement and began to focus on the retention of students 
from underrepresented populations and/or disadvantaged backgrounds (Demetriou & 
Shcmitz-Sciborski, 2011).  The 90s saw focus in scholarly literature on issues such as 
access, choice, affordability, and persistence of students from varied backgrounds.  
Scholars began to position diversity and multiculturalism as tools which could be used to 
promote greater retention (Swail, 2004).  Work by Tinto (1993) continued during this 
decade and highlighted groups such as African American students, those from low-
income backgrounds, adult students, and transfer students as bringing unique experiences 
and needs to campus.  During the second half of the decade focus shifted toward student 
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transitions and particularly toward first-year transitions (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 
2011). For example, Swail’s (1995) framework for retention highlights the need for 
coordination amongst academic and student services, while Wyckoff (1998) suggested 
that the interactions a student has with members of the campus community influence  
retention, and Anderson and McGuire (1997) highlighted academic advising services as 
an imperative tool to keeping larger proportions of students enrolled.   
Much of the work studying retention during the 1990s was based on theoretical 
models by scholars such as Bean (1980), Pascarella (1980), and Tinto (1975).  Much of 
the work from this period focused on the impact of variables such as academic 
performance, academically related experiences (including first year seminars), financial 
aid, student-faculty interaction, peer interactions, choice of major, and integration into the 
campus community (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Among the major findings related to 
these variables included Adelman’s (1999) conclusion that first-year grades and 
subsequent trends in academic performance are strong positive predictors of graduation.  
Similarly Cabrera, Nora and Castenada (1993), among others, found that academic 
achievement in the first year of college is a particularly powerful predictor of future 
retention and degree attainment.  In terms of the impact of financial aid on retention 
results are more mixed.  Cuccaro-Alamin (1997), for example, found that students who 
did not receive aid graduated at about the same rate as those who did whereas St. John 
and Masten (1990) estimated that financial aid increased the odds of baccalaureate 
attainment by about 11 percent.   
Research in the 1990s also saw a focus on the interaction of students with faculty 
and with other students.  Decades of investigation has shown that contact with faculty 
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outside of the classroom promote positive student outcomes including increased rates of 
persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Astin (1993), for example, stated that, even 
while controlling for a multitude of variables, student-faculty interaction has significant 
positive correlations with every attainment outcome.  Peer-to-peer interaction has been 
shown to have a similarly powerful impact on student persistence.  Astin (1993) went so 
far as to describe a student’s peer group as the most influential factor affecting a student’s 
growth while in college.  Other studies during the 1990s pointed to peer-to-peer 
interaction and support as positively impacting students’ intent to persist (Eimers & Pike, 
1997) as well as actual persistence into the second year (Bank, Slavings, Biddle, 1990).  
Work by Chang (1999) found interactions with diverse groups of peers as having a 
positive impact on persistence and degree completion. 
Finally, much work in the 90s focused on the impact of the choice of major and 
academic and social engagement on student retention.  Many studies have found that, all 
else being equal, students majoring in science, engineering, mathematics, or business are 
more likely to persist and graduate than their peers in other majors (Adelman, 1998; 
DesJardins, Kim & Rzonca, 2002).  Others (Seymour & Hewitt, 1997) pointed toward 
classroom climate and the culture of disciplines as factors that make the choice of major 
impactful in student retention.  In addition to the impact of students’ choice of major, 
integration into the college environment has been shown to influence retention behavior 
as well.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) summarize research findings from the 1990s 
surrounding integration by stating that the level of student involvement and integration in 
any of the components of an institution’s academic and social systems can be a critical 
factor in students’ persistence decisions,” (p. 426).   
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The 21st Century  
The wide lens used to view retention during the 1990s carried over into the early 
2000s.  From this perspective a multitude of individual, social, and organizational factors 
are thought to impact student retention and attrition (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 
2011).  Tinto (2007) depicts research during this area as bringing a broader understanding 
of the many factors that might influence student behavior.  Retention research in the 21st 
is marked by a deeper appreciation for the experiences of students of different 
backgrounds and for the impact of broader cultural, economic, and social forces.  There is 
also greater attention paid to the importance of differences in institutional settings.  
Finally, modern models of student retention move past the limits of early theories in their 
recognition of the complexities of student retention (Tinto, 2007).  The overriding theme 
of this modern era of research is that a holistic approach must be taken to understanding 
student departure and promoting higher levels of retention.  The interactions that students 
have all across campuses matter and in order to make those interactions beneficial 
institutions must offer accessible academic and social support services in order to assist 
the changing student body in persisting through to degree attainment (Tinto, 2007; 
Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).    
Given the depth and breadth of retention research in postsecondary education it is 
nearly impossible to detail each variable which has been shown to impact retention.  In 
nearly a half-century of literature variables such as academic preparation, academic 
engagement, social engagement, financial concerns, and demographic characteristics 
have all been shown to impact student retention (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). 
In their review of retention research Peleltier, Laden, and Matranga (1999) focus on 
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studies which have found student involvement, ethnicity, gender, age, residency status, 
and membership in campus organizations such as Greek life to be directly related to 
persistence.  The variables only scratch the surface of what has been linked to retention.  
However, Swail (2004) states that the entire spectrum of retention research can 
categorized into cognitive, social, and institutional factors.  Cognitive factors such as 
math, writing, and reading proficiency Swail states comprise a students’ academic ability.  
Social factors include interaction with peers, personal attitudes and personal history.  
Finally, institutional factors include teaching ability, financial aid, academic and student 
support services, and curricular rigor.  According to Swail (2004) the vast majority of 
factors which impact student persistence can be placed into one of these buckets.  These 
broad categories help to organize the vast field of retention research but do they do little 
in answering what is most important in the fight to retain and graduate college students.   
First Year Retention 
If there is agreement amongst scholars surrounding the challenge of retention then 
there also exists a near consensus that the most important part of the journey toward 
retention and eventual degree attainment is the first year (Stratton, et al., 2008).  
Nationally in 1999 and 2000, 25.8% of first year students did not return to their 
institution for their second year of study (ACT, 2001).  Nearly a decade prior, Tinto 
(1993) found that 28% of students entering four year institutions left after their first year.  
Further, over a third of all 1992 high school graduates who earned a bachelor’s degree by 
2000 earned the degree at an institution other than that at which the student began his or 
her academic career (Herzog, 2005).  Despite many best efforts retention rates amongst 
first-year students have stayed relatively consistent.  Boden’s (2012) longitudinal study of 
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118 years of continuous registration records at one public university highlights this by 
showing almost no change in persistence from first to second year with rates as they 
consistently hovered between 60% and 70%.     
For first time college students, the first year is a unique and often difficult 
experience.  This period in an individual’s academic career is a time of transition and 
adjustment to the social and academic demands of college (Crissman, 2002).  The first-
year transition has been found to be greatly influenced by factors that student bring to 
campus with them.  Individual personality traits, academic self-concept and intrinsic 
motivation are all likely to affect a student’s integration into the college environment 
(Andrade, 2008).  However, it is often the academic experience of a student that most 
heavily influences the decision to persist.  Many students enter postsecondary institutions 
lacking the necessary skills, experiences, and training to successfully integrate (Schrader 
& Brown, 2008).  The disparity that often exists between the high school academic 
experience and college expectations often causes.   
Those students who enter higher education with poor academic preparation and 
with poor prior performance may be more at risk for academic failure or early withdrawal 
from their original institution of attendance (Terrion & Daoust, 2012).  Individuals often 
find that their college courses and instructors are much different from what they 
experiences while in high school.  The National Research Council (2002) cites college 
instructors’ expectations that students be able to “draw inferences, interpret results, 
analyze conflicting source documents, support arguments with evidence, solve complex 
problems that have no obvious answer, draw conclusions, offer explanations, conduct 
research, and generally think deeply about what they are being taught.”  According the 
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2006 National Survey of Student Engagement the majority of first year students are also 
asked to work on complex projects, with groups both in an out of the class, and to make 
presentations about what they have learned.   Writing requirements are more detailed, 
longer, and more complicated as compared to high school and there is an expectation of 
independent learning and self-reliance.  The collegiate academic atmosphere is contrasted 
with the traditional high school setting in which students are most often given prescribed 
tasks to complete, asking little of their cognitive reasoning ability.  Students are also 
often socialized to look for the “right” explanation while in high school as opposed to 
analyzing texts and allowing for contextual caveats as they are often asked to do at the 
postsecondary level (Conley, 2007).  Therefore, when confronted with an academic 
environment in which greater rigor is coupled with more ambiguity many new college 
students struggle to excel academically in their first year; a propellant of student 
departure behavior.     
In addition to the social and academic integration issues that confront many first 
year students, organizational and cultural issues within the institution can also have a 
great effect on student persistence.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) posit that students’ 
experiences once they arrive on campus have a greater impact on persistence than 
background characteristics or personal commitment to graduation.  Concerns over the 
quality and structure of undergraduate education have been raised loudly in recent 
decades.  Critics  decry the use of “large lecture classes, incoherent curriculum, 
inconsistent quality of advising, and instruction by graduate teaching assistants and part 
time instructors…as well as large, impersonal, bureaucratic, and fragmented,” 
organizational structures (Talburt & Boyles, 2005).  These structures have made it more 
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difficult for many traditional first year students to integrate into their new community.  
The traditional model of close and sustained contact with faculty that reinforced 
classroom learning is now absent from many campuses.  Adapting and integrating into 
these large, bureaucratic organizations can be extraordinarily difficult; especially for 
students who do not hold a great deal of formal power or authority in the organization 
(Godwin & Markhim, 1996).   
Difficulties posed by institutions themselves can have dire consequences as the 
act of social integration into the campus, as identified by Tinto (1975), is often viewed as 
one of the most key ingredients in promoting student retention.  Students’ ability to 
acculturate to the nuances of new peer groups, new academic pressures and unique 
organizational characteristics have a great effect on the likelihood that they will remain 
enrolled in their college or university.  When all forms of integration, especially 
academic and social integration, are occurring in conjunction with one another, the 
impact on college student retention is at its greatest (Terrion & Daoust, 2012).   
Changing Demographics 
Confounding the difficulties traditionally faced by first year students has been a 
massive shift in the type of student that is entering the postsecondary system.  
Historically, higher education was comprised mostly of white, academically skilled, 
middle or upper-class students (Thelin, 2011). This population has evolved into a more 
complicated mix in terms of academic preparation, age, socioeconomic background and 
goals for enrolling in college (Gordon & Grites, 1984). The academic, social, 
psychosocial and cultural concerns that plague the first year student (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005) are now being complicated further by the unique difficulties faced by 
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the new college student body.  The population of non-traditional and underrepresented 
students brings to campus a shift in demographics as well as a revised set of needs.  Often 
these students do not possess accurate notions of what constitutes undergraduate 
education, where they wish this education to take them, and what will be expected of 
them by institutions.  Greater difficulty in fully understanding and connecting to 
academic and social cultural norms might also exist in the diversifying student population 
(Colton, Connor, Shultz, Easter, 1999).  While these struggles are not unique to non-
traditional students the severity of their impact is.   
Moldonado, Rhoads and Buenavista (2005) point out that, while non-white 
students are attending postsecondary education institutions at record levels, they also 
continue to persist at a lower rate than their white counterparts. Despite the increase of 
students from historically underrepresented populations, a large disparity in the already 
troubling overall graduation rates exists.  Degree attainment ratios for minority students 
are between 1:2 and 1:3 compared with white and Asian students (Swail, Redd, & Perna, 
2003). There is undoubtedly no single answer to retention difficulties; particularly for 
largely at-risk populations such as minorities. There are, however, very clear gains to be 
made through increased retention of at-risk student populations.  Improvements in 
persistence and graduation impact campus diversity and increase career future economic 
opportunity amongst traditionally marginalized populations (Heaney & Fisher, 2011).  
The allure of this win-win proposition has spurred a steady tide of research and 
programmatic efforts to explore ways in which minority students can begin to persist at 
greater rates.   
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The benefits to be gained from higher retention rates are not limited, however, to 
one student population.  Issues concerning attrition rates and the changing face of the 
American university have prompted institutions and scholars to research student retention 
and departure extensively (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Studies investigating student 
sub-populations, academic careers paths, institutional settings, and a plethora of other 
variables thought to be related to student persistence and the first year continue to be 
conducted.  This literature has bolstered previous work that points to first-to-second year 
retention as critical in working toward degree attainment.  Regardless of student type or 
population the odds of degree attainment dramatically increase for those who traverse the 
first year (Wells, 2009; Crissman, 2002).   
First Year Seminars 
The most prevalent tool used in modern higher education to promote first-to-
second year retention has been the first year seminar (Padgett, Hunter, Kilgo, 2011). The 
two decades preceding the 21st century saw “literally thousands of first-year 
programs…created with increased retention rates as the primary, if not the sole, desired 
outcome,”  (Barefoot, 2000, p. 14).  During this time period the first year seminar has 
continued to be the most popular of these programs.  In 2002 The National Policy Center 
on the First-Year of College reported that of all responding accredited colleges and 
universities 94% offered a first-year seminar to at least some students and more than 50% 
offer a seminar to 90% or more of their first year students (Policy Center on the First-
Year of College, 2002). More recently, the 2009 Survey of First Year Seminars 
(Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008) shows that 87.3% of responding institutions offer a 
first year seminar of some kind.  The near omnipresence of these seminars on today’s 
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college and university campuses has garnered a great deal of attention from audiences of 
all types.  Topics surrounding first year seminars and their effect on myriad outcomes 
have become rampant in scholarly literature (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Barefoot, 
2000).  There has also been a recognition of the importance of first year issues via the 
development of various philanthropic efforts such as the Foundations of Excellence 
project, policy initiatives such as the creation of the Policy Center on the First Year of 
College, and research driven efforts such as Indiana University’s National Survey of 
Student Engagement and the Your First College Year survey at UCLA’s Higher 
Education Research Institute (Hunter & Murray, 2007).  Given its storied past and 
modern prevalence it is little wonder that the first-year seminar is amongst the most 
researched courses in the undergraduate curriculum and widely considered an invaluable 
instructional tool for achievement of institutional goals including student development, 
retention and graduation (Padgett, Keup & Pascarella, 2013). 
Seminar Typology 
Based upon the prolific nature of the intervention there is some level of agreement 
regarding the value of the first year seminar. These courses have been included in 
curricula since the late 19th century and enjoy a prominent, if not nearly ubiquitous, place 
in today’s American higher educational environment.  Despite this level of continuity, 
however, there is variability in seminar typology. Hunter and Linder (2005), for example, 
state that first year seminars “assist students in their academic and social development 
and in their transition to college,” (p. ).  A seminar, by definition, is a small discussion-
based course in which students and their instructors exchange ideas and information. In 
most cases, there is a strong emphasis on creating community in the classroom,” (pp. 
 35 
 
275-276).  Barefoot (1992) offers greater specificity by describing the freshman seminar 
as “a course intended to enhance the academic and/or social integration of first-year 
students by introducing them (a) to a variety of specific topics, which vary by seminar 
type, (b) to essential skills for college success, and (c) to selected processes, the most 
common of which is the creation of a peer support group,” (p. 49).  Barefoot (2004) also 
posits a general definition that can be used across campuses by allowing for the reality 
that the particulars of each seminar will vary but that the “common goal is to increase 
both social and academic integration of first-year students and thereby improve rates of 
student retention,” (p. 14).  Though the definitions provided by these scholars vary, they 
provide some degree of uniformity to the construct of the first year seminar.  What is 
clear from these definitions is that first year seminars, regardless of what differences may 
exist between individual courses or campuses, are designed to promote academic and 
social integration of first year students into the campus in order to meet the institutional 
goal of increased retention rates.   
There does exist within higher education a certain degree of uniformity in the 
goals of first year seminars.  The delivery models, curricular designs, and structures of 
these seminars, however, can vary greatly across institutions.  Seminars may vary in 
several meaningful ways particularly with regard to content and course structure.  
Examples of seminar designs include courses with only academic content, those with a 
focus on student life and success strategies, or a blend of academic content and student 
success topics.  The degree to which interdepartmental collaboration for delivery of the 
courses exists between academic and student life units varies greatly as well.  Finally, the 
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topics and activities and the degree to which, if at all, freshman seminar curriculum is 
paired with other courses can differ between institutions (Hendel, 2007). 
Padgett, Hunter and Kilgo (2011) identify some of the most common forms of 
freshman seminars.  These include academic seminars with generally uniform content, 
academic seminars with various topics, professional or discipline-based seminars, basic 
study skills seminars, hybrid seminars and extended orientation seminars. Though 
varying in curricular structure, Murphy (1989) posits that there exits four common 
assumptions across seminar types:   
“1) students need to identify with both the college and a peer group; 2) the 
seminar creates bonding; 3) there are certain skills and knowledge 
associated with success in college that can be identified and taught; and 4) 
faculty training is necessary for those involved with the course,” (p. 379). 
Despite the variability between course designs and implementation methods, first 
year seminars are overwhelmingly consistent in their purpose of assisting students’ 
transition into the university environment while subsequently raising retention rates for 
the institution.  There also exists at least some degree of regularity in the delivery model 
of freshman seminars across institution types.  The extended orientation model is by far 
the most popular iteration of these courses.  In this version of the FYS the students foci 
are often building skills necessary for the transition into the college environment, getting 
to know campus, building social networks, and basic academic and study skills building.  
Currently, the extended orientation model FYS is offered at a rate of nearly 3:1 to the 
next highest model (Padgett, Hunter, Kilgo, 2013).   
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Extended Orientation Seminars 
Extended orientation seminars tend to be courses that focus on student transition 
and success.  These seminars are often referred to as freshman orientation courses, 
college survival courses, university 101, college transition, student success courses or a 
variety of other labels.  The goal and content, however, remain largely the same.  These 
seminars most often focus on acquainting first year students with important campus 
resources, developing skills such as time management, planning for academics and the 
career, learning strategies, and assisting in the understanding and navigation of common 
student development issues (“History of First Year Seminars”, 2013).  Courses of this 
design are implemented as a part of institutional efforts to ease first year transitions in 
hopes that this will increase first to second year retention rates and subsequently 
persistence to graduation.  Given the larger national emphasis on retention goals and the 
prevalence of first year seminars, particularly the transition-themed model of first year 
seminar, it is little wonder that the past several decades have seen a large and diverse 
body of research develop surrounding the effectiveness of one of postsecondary 
education’s most often employed interventions: the extended orientation first year 
seminar (Williford, Chapman, Kahrig, 2001).  
Over the past several decades, research on extended orientation courses for first-
year students has been ever-present in academic literature.  While the majority of this 
research has focused on investigating the impact these courses have on retention and 
academic performance measures (Padgett, Keup & Pascarella, 2013), many other 
variables thought to be associated with integration and student success have also been 
explored in relation to participation in an extended orientation first year seminar (Hendel, 
 38 
 
2007).  Williford et al. (2001) found that positive effects from taking these seminars 
extend all the way through to increased rates of graduation amongst course participants.  
Seminars may also impact key constructs outside of measures such as retention and 
graduation rates.  Participants have previously been shown to participate more often in 
campus activities and have higher instances of out of class faculty contact (Porter & 
Swing, 2006).  Still other studies have found that seminar participation is tied to increases 
in overall satisfaction with the first year experience and engagement with the campus 
community (Hendel, 2007).  The overwhelming trend of this research shows positive 
results from course participation; particularly in regards to measures of retention and 
academic achievement (Padgett, Keup, Pascarella, 2013).  
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
The current study was designed to fill a gap in the literature investigating the 
effectiveness of extended orientation first year seminars (FYS).  Specifically, meta-
analytic procedures were employed in order to quantitatively synthesize existing research 
examining the effectiveness of these courses in promoting academic achievement and 
progress toward degree attainment as measured by freshman year grade point average 
(GPA) and first-to-second year retention rates respectively.   
Paradigmatic Framework 
I approached this study from a utilitarian perspective wishing to measure the 
overall effectiveness of extended orientation first year seminars on key student success 
outcomes and did so using post-positivist assumptions.  As opposed to positivism 
wherein absolute truth is sought, this framework assumes that research is imperfect and 
absolute truth cannot be found. From a postpositivist perspective, there cannot be 
certainty about the cause and effect relationship between variables and human behavior.  
However, postpositivism assumes that numeric measures of these relationships can be 
used to determine the most likely causes of certain effects or behaviors (Creswell, 2009).   
Therefore, this study does not seek to answer the question of whether participation in first 
year seminars causes first year student success.  Instead, through a postpositivist lens, I 
attempted to assess whether FYS participation is related to specific measures of first year 
student success such as GPA and retention.   
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This paradigmatic stance also informed the choice of dependent variables in this 
study.  In posing higher cumulative GPAs and first-to-second year retention rates as 
desirable outcomes for all students, I am in danger of posing the alternatives as wholly 
negative.  This positionality ignores the nuances of the student experience; particularly 
with regard to the retention outcome.  When measured as a binary variable, retention 
almost inherently positions the retention of students as a desirable outcome and the 
alternative, student departure, as negative.  This view tends to characterize those students 
who do not return for their second year as dropouts or departures but fails to account for 
modes of student mobility which may be beneficial to the individual.  Students may 
engage in upward transfer, for example, wherein he or she leaves for a more desirable 
institution or they may transfer laterally to a similar school that they feel is more 
appropriate.  They may also “stop-out” with an intention and plan to return to their home 
institution or they may engage in a reverse transfer wherein they move to a lower 
division, usually 2-year, institution (Adelman, 2006).  In each of these scenarios, and in 
the plethora of other ways that students move into and out of institutions, students may be 
acting in a manner that is beneficial to his or her academic future.  Yet, when measuring 
the success of first year students by the rate of return to the second year, much of this is 
missed.  I acknowledge this limitation to the use of first-to-second year retention rates as 
a proxy for the effectiveness of first year seminars.  However, in approaching this study 
from a utilitarian, post-positivist perspective I have used this dependent variable in a 
manner similar to the manner in which college and university administrators might.  It is 
through this lens that I will interpret the results of this study and eventually address the 
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guiding question of whether participation in an extended orientation first year seminar is 
effective in promoting key student success outcomes.   
Study Inclusion Criteria 
Studies were required to meet several criteria to be included in the meta-analysis.  
First, studies must have examined a first year seminar with an extended 
orientation/transition themed curriculum.  That is, seminars must have been designed 
with curricular features such as academic writing exercises, public speaking 
requirements, group work assignments, and other tools used to assist in the transition 
from high school to college level coursework and expectations.  Co-curricular 
components such as involvement by student affairs professionals, service learning 
activities, or librarian-guided research practice may also have been present, but were not 
required.  Second, studies must have compared students who were enrolled in an 
extended orientation FYS to students who did not receive this experience.  Third, the 
research design must have been quantitative in nature.  Fourth, studies must have 
measured students’ cumulative freshman year GPA and/or first-to-second year retention 
rates.  Fifth, studies must have taken place at a 4-year college or university in the United 
States.  Finally, student enrollment in the seminars must have been voluntary.   
I chose to include only voluntary enrollment seminars because these courses are 
open to the entire first year population and are not specifically designed for a specific 
subset of students.  First year seminars which are mandatory for academically at-risk 
students or for students who are in certain majors, for example were not included in this 
sample.  By focusing on seminars with voluntary enrollment open to the entire first year 
population, I allowed for the possibility of students of all types to be included in this 
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study.  Had I included only studies which examined courses designed for at-risk students, 
for example, then the generalizability of the results of this meta-analysis would be limited 
only to that sub-population of first year students.  As the purpose of this study was to gain 
a broader understanding of the effectiveness of first year seminars in general, the 
voluntary enrollment criterion was needed in order to synthesize studies which included a 
variety of first year students.  Finally, I did not include studies in which enrollment in 
seminars was mandatory for all students in an institution as the lack of an internal (or 
“local”) comparison group would not have allowed for the calculation of a raw mean 
difference effect size or odds ratio.  Therefore, while the nature of voluntary student 
enrollment can be a complicating factor, only those studies which examined voluntary 
enrollment first year seminars were included in the sample.   
Literature Search Strategy 
Several strategies were employed to obtain studies that met the inclusion criteria.  
First, electronic reference databases were searched in order to find as much pertinent 
literature as possible.  The databases used were:  EBSCO Academic Search Premier, 
Education Full Text H.W. Wilson, Educational Resources Information Clearinghouse 
(ERIC) EBSCO version, ProQuest Research Library, PsycINFO, Dissertation Abstracts 
International, Social Sciences Abstracts, and Web of Knowledge/Web of Science. These 
eight databases were searched using four categories of keywords (shown in Table 1).   
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Table 1  
Keyword Searches 
First year seminar Academic 
Performance 
Retention Study 
design 
First year experience GPA Persist Empirical 
First year seminar Academic First-to-second Effect 
Freshman seminar Achiev* Freshman-to-sophomore Study 
First year Academic achiev* Retention Control 
University seminar Grades Retain* Compar* 
University 101 Perform* Transfer Findings 
Orientation seminar  dropout  
Transition-themed 
seminar 
   
Note.  All terms are connected by OR within columns, and AND across columns. 
Note.  Terms with * attached were truncated so all forms of term were searched for. 
 
Keywords were developed based on the pre-determined inclusion criteria detailed 
above. Keywords in the first category, “First Year Seminar”, were intended to gather 
studies which investigated FYS programs.  The “Study Design” category included terms 
used to obtain studies which reported quantitative results.  Finally, the categories of 
“Academic Performance” and “Retention” used keywords intended to locate studies that 
measured students’ GPA and/or persistence from term-to-term or year-to-year.   
Keywords were entered into search fields surrounded by quotations and in each database 
the most inclusive limiter was used to allow for the greatest possible number of pertinent 
studies to be returned.   
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Beyond the electronic databases search, the primary avenue through which studies 
were searched for was The National Resource Center for the First Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (NRC) at the University of South Carolina.  The NRC offers 
resources for investigation of issues surrounding students’ transition into college and 
university life including published research and conference presentations.  The NRC was 
contacted directly with a request for any research pertinent to this study which may not 
have been available on their website or in publication or previous conference 
proceedings.  The NRC also hosts an online list serve:  the Freshman Year Experience 
(FYE) listserv.  An announcement was made on this forum detailing the work of this 
study and requesting any unpublished or ongoing work known to the scholars and 
practitioners who are members of the listserv.  The protocol used to request studies is 
included in Appendix C.   
Finally, a hand search was conducted in selected journals and conference 
proceedings.  The Journal of Higher Education, Journal of Student Affairs, Journal of 
College Student Retention, and the Journal of the First Year Experience and Students in 
Transition were individually searched for applicable studies published in the past ten 
years.  Conference proceedings from American Educational Researchers Association 
(AERA), Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE), and the National 
Conference on Students in Transition were also screened for pertinent research conducted 
in the last ten years. 
After completing the electronic database search and the subsequent searches for 
‘grey literature’, all gathered studies were uploaded into citation management software.  
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Using this software a search for duplicate studies was performed and studies obtained 
more than once were removed from the initial sample.   
Coding Strategy 
Following the execution of the literature search strategy, the initial pool of 
gathered studies was coded in two phases.  In the first phase, titles and abstracts of 
studies were coded using the screening coding guide in Appendix A.  This initial 
screening was used to determine whether or not studies were likely to meet the 
established inclusion criteria.  Studies which were coded with a ‘Yes’ or ‘Can’t tell’ for 
all items on the screening coding guide were obtained for further investigation.  The full 
text of these articles was then coded using the screening guide in Appendix A.  Studies 
which were coded with a ‘Yes’ for each of the six items were included in the meta-
analytic sample.  For items coded with ‘Can’t tell’ an attempt was made to contact the 
study’s author for clarification.  If, at any point, a study was coded with a ‘no’ for any of 
the six items on the screening coding guide it was eliminated from the sample.  
In the second phase, the full coding guide (available in Appendix B) was used to 
identify and organize study details.  When available, information was coded regarding 
settings, study contexts, authors, publication information, research methods, intervention 
and sample characteristics, outcomes measured, findings, and other substantive details.  
Study characteristics which required relatively high degrees of inference relied upon pre-
established definitions.  Included studies were also coded by a second doctoral candidate.  
This second coder was trained in quantitative research methods and is familiar with the 
postsecondary context in which these studies occur.  Further, the second coder was 
trained in systematic review methods for this study.  Regular meetings were held between 
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coders to discuss difficult coding decisions.  These meetings were also used to develop a 
normative understanding of the coding protocol and to address discrepancies in coding 
decisions (Wilson, 2009).  To assess reliability each code was compared for agreement 
between me and the second coder.  Disagreements were discussed thoroughly and in 
cases in which an agreement could not be reached I made the final coding decision.   
Coding for these pertinent details was of great importance in this study for two 
primary reasons.  First, the volunteer nature of FYS participants introduced the potential 
for volunteer bias to threaten both the external and internal validity of results.  Because 
participants in these studies were not randomly assigned to either the condition (FYS) or 
control groups (non-FYS) groups it was critical to measure the baseline comparability of 
groups in order to assess whether pre-existing differences between non-FYS and FYS 
students could have affected results.  Therefore, coding for details such as High School 
GPA and ACT scores would allow for a greater understanding of differences between 
groups prior to the intervention.  Secondly, because studies included for meta-analysis 
were of varying quality, it was critical to code for methodological details.  Coding for 
details such as sample size and the use of matching or statistical control allowed me to 
test for the impact that these important differences in study might have had on outcomes.  
In coding for these methodological and FYS or student-related study details I attempted 
to allow for tests which would account for both baseline group differences due to 
volunteerism as well as varying degrees of quality in primary studies.     
Publication Bias 
In part because published studies are easier to find, the preponderance of studies 
obtained for a meta-analysis will likely be found in academic journals (Borenstein, 
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Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2009).  However, studies published in academic literature 
are often not fully representative of the findings of all studies investigating a particular 
topic.  Studies with statistically significant results are more likely to be published than 
those with non-significant results (Sutton, 2009).  Dickersin & Min (1992), for example, 
found that studies with non-statistically significant results are 60 – 80% less likely to be 
published.  This can have an impact on the results of a meta-analysis due largely to the 
relationship between effect size and statistical significance.  As the effect size increases, 
regardless of sample size, the likelihood of a statistically significant result increases as 
well.  Therefore, in a population of studies which examine the magnitude of a particular 
relationship, the studies with larger effects are more likely to be statistically significant 
and therefore to be published (Borenstein, et al., 2009).  This means that limiting the 
sample for a meta-analysis to only published results is likely to lead to an overestimate of 
effects.  This is known as publication bias and can be a threat to the validity of meta-
analyses.  This threat was addressed in this study primarily through systematic review 
techniques designed to obtain unpublished or ‘grey’ literature.  In addition to these 
techniques, however, both trim and fill and funnel plot analyses were used to test for the 
possible influence of publication bias.   
First, a funnel plot was used to determine whether there was any evidence of bias 
in the sample of obtained studies.  A funnel plot analysis acts as a visual representation of 
the relationship between study size and effect size.  Studies are plotted with effect sizes 
on the X axis and their standard errors on the Y axis.  Standard error values run from the 
smallest on the top of the Y axis to the largest on the bottom.  As such, smaller studies 
appear at the bottom of the graph. These will tend to exhibit greater sampling error 
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variation due to their lower level of precision.  If there is no bias present the studies 
should be scattered symmetrically about the mean effect size, suggesting that the 
individual study effects vary due only to random sampling error.  If bias is present the 
larger studies at the top of the funnel should remain distributed symmetrically around the 
mean while smaller studies will be asymmetrically scattered toward the bottom 
(Borenstein, et al., 2009).  The symmetry of the plot in Figure 1 was used to indicate 
whether there was a possible presence of bias.   
Duval and Tweedie’s (2000) trim and fill analysis is a formalization of the 
qualitative approach used in the funnel plot.  Trim and fill is an iterative process 
employed when the possible presence of publication bias is detected.  If asymmetry is 
detected in the funnel plot the trim and fill technique is used to estimate the number of 
studies which lie in the asymmetric portion and then to trim off this outlying part of the 
plot (Duval & Twedie, 2000).  This procedure begins by ‘trimming’ the most extreme 
small study from the positive side of the funnel plot.  Once this study is removed a new 
mean effect size is computed and the funnel plot is analyzed for symmetry using this new 
metric.  This process is repeated until the plot shows no asymmetry.  This trimming 
technique produces an adjusted effect size but it also reduces the variance of effects and 
produces too narrow a confidence interval.  To adjust for this reduction in variance the 
original ‘trimmed’ studies are added back into the plot along with a mirror image for each 
and this new data set is used to calculate the variance of the pooled estimate (Borenstein, 
et al., 2009; Sutton, 2009).  This trim and fill technique provides an estimate of the 
unbiased effect size.   
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Effect Size Metric 
Once relevant studies were gathered and coded for inclusion and pertinent details, 
a choice was made regarding which effect size metric would be used in the meta-analysis.  
The choice of metric depends largely upon “the nature of the research findings, the 
statistical forms in which they are reported, and the hypotheses being tested by the meta-
analysis,” (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p. 34).  For this study these considerations led to the 
choice of different effect size metrics for each of the two dependent variables of interest.  
For the variable of GPA the unstandardized mean difference effect size (raw mean 
difference) was calculated and for measures of retention the logged odds ratio was used. 
The raw mean difference effect size was selected for GPA as grade point average 
is a widely interpretable scale and all studies in the sample that measured academic 
achievement used GPA to do so.  When the same measurement and scale are used across 
studies the effect size metric can be constructed simply from the difference between 
group means (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  The raw mean difference, D, for independent 
groups was calculated simply by differencing the two group means on GPA as detailed in 
Formula 3.1:   
D     1 -   2………………………………….3.1 
 
 
SE = Sp √1 + 1 .……………………………..3.2 
                                                 n1     n2  
 
where   1 is the mean for Group 1,   2 is the mean for Group 2, n1is the number of 
subjects in Group 1, n2 is the number of subjects in Group 2, and Sp is the pooled 
standard deviation.  The Standard Error (SE) is calculated for use in weighting effect 
sizes (see “Meta Analytic Procedures”, below).  When assuming equal population 
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standard deviations between groups, as is the norm in most parametric data analysis 
(Borenstein, et al., 2009), the pooled standard deviation is calculated as shown in formula 
3.3.   
Sp = √(n1 – 1)S
2
1 + (n2 – 1)S
2
1…..…………..3.3 
                                    (n1 – 1) + (n2 – 1) 
where S1 is the standard deviation for Group 1 and S2 is the standard deviation for Group 
2.   
For studies in the sample that reported retention as a dependent variable the odds 
ratio was used as the effect size statistic.  The odds ratio is an effect size statistic that 
compares two groups in terms of the relative odds of an event.  In this case groups were 
compared in terms of the relative odds of members being retained versus not retained at 
their current university.  Frequencies or proportions of selected outcomes can be used to 
calculate odds ratios (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Therefore studies in this sample that 
reported either the number of FYS students retained versus non-FYS students retained or 
the proportion of students retained in the FYS versus non-FYS categories can be used to 
calculate this effect size.  The odds ratio for frequencies is calculated as shown in formula 
3.4.   
OR = AD…………………….3.4 
                                                       BC 
 
where A is FYS members who were retained, D is Non-FYS members who were not 
retained, B is FYS members who were not retained, and C is Non-FYS members who 
were retained.  
The odds ratio for proportions is calculated as shown in formula 3.5. 
OR = Pa Pd…………………3.5 
                                                        Pb Pc 
 51 
 
 
where the Pa is the proportion of FYS members who were retained, Pd is the proportion of 
Non-FYS members who were not retained, Pb is the proportion of FYS members who 
were not retained, and Pc is Non-FYS members who were retained.    
The odds-ratio has the “inconvenient form of being centered around one rather 
than zero,” (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p. 53).  When left in their original form, odds ratio 
values between 0 and 1 indicate a negative relationship, values between 1 and infinity a 
positive relationship, and an odds-ratio of 1 indicates no relationship.  This is not a 
symmetric number scale.  For example, an odds ratio of 0.5 indicates the same strength of 
relationship, but in the opposite direction, as an odds-ratio of 2.  Assuming equal weights, 
these odds ratios should average to no effect (i.e., 1.0) but instead average to an odds 
ratio of 1.25.  In order to add symmetry to this scale a conversion to the natural log of the 
odds-ratio is performed (Fleis & Berlin, 2009; Borenstein, et al., 2009; Lipsey & Wilson, 
2001).  The logged-odds ratio has a mean of 0, a standard deviation of 1.83 and is 
approximately normal in its distributional form.  Therefore, negative values indicate 
negative relationships, positive values reflect positive relationships, and a logged odds-
ratio of 0 indicates no relationship (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Using the earlier example, 
the log of an odds ratio of 0.5 would be –0.69 while the log of an odds ratio of 2 would 
be +0.69.  The average of these two effects is equal to 0 which correctly implies no mean 
intervention effect (Deeks, Higgins, & Altman, 2008).  In addition to maintaining 
symmetry in the analysis, converting the odds ratio to its logged odds version makes the 
standard error easier to calculate (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).    
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 The log odds transformation is detailed in formula 3.6 and the standard error of 
the log odds ratio in formula 3.7. 
LogOR   ln(OR)………………3.6 
 
                                                  S2LogOR = 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 
                                                                 A    B   C    D 
 
SELogOR = √S
2
LogOR………..….3.7 
 
Meta Analytic Procedures 
Individual study effect sizes calculated in this sample were weighted to account 
for differences in precision based upon study-to-study sample size variance.  Effect sizes 
from studies with larger samples provide more precise estimates of the population value 
than effect sizes produced by studies with smaller samples (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  If a 
meta-analysis were to simply average study effect sizes together, metrics produced by 
small studies would contribute as much to the mean as would those produced by larger, 
more precise studies.  To correct for this imbalance, each study’s effect size was 
weighted using the inverse of the squared standard error (i.e., the effect size variance; 
Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  The variance is used because larger variances correspond to 
less precise effect size estimates (i.e. smaller studies), and the weight is commonly 
known as the inverse variance weight.  Calculation of the inverse variance weight for the 
raw mean difference effect size is shown in formula 3.8 and for the log odds ratio in 
formula 3.9:  
   WD = 1 =      n1(n2) ………………3.8 
                                                   S2D        S
2
p (n1 + n2) 
 
  WLogOR = 1   =    abcd…………..3.9 
                                                  S2 LogOR      ab(c+d) + cd(a + b) 
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Weighted Effect Size  
The practice of weighting effect sizes is important to obtaining a better estimate 
of the population effect size.  It is generally accepted practice that individual effects 
should be weighted based upon the number of participants in the study prior to averaging 
the sample’s effects (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Once studies were weighted, the overall 
weighted average effect size, was computed using formula 3.10:   
 E S  = ∑(wiESi)……………….3.10, 
                                                          ∑wi 
where ∑(wiESi) is the sum for all studies of the product of each studies’ weight by its 
effect size, and ∑wi is the sum of all studies’ weights.   
Finally, a 95% confidence interval was computed for each of the weighted 
average effect sizes produced (i.e. for GPA and for retention).  The confidence interval 
for the mean effect size indicates the range within which the population mean is likely to 
fall.  95% confidence intervals were computed using formulas 3.11 for the standard error 
mean effect size and 3.12 for the 95% confidence interval:   
SE  E S    √ 1 ……………………3.11 
                                                         ∑wi 
 
                              95% CI = 1.96 (SE  E S )………….3.12 
where ∑wi is the sum of all studies’ weights. 
The value obtained through formula 3.11 is then added to and subtracted from the 
weighted mean effect size to produce the 95% confidence interval.  The confidence 
interval is helpful in indicating the precision of the estimated mean effect size.  If the 
confidence interval does not include zero, then the hypothesis that the association 
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between variables in the population was zero should be rejected (Cohen, 2007).  A direct 
z-test, shown in formula 3.13, can also be used to test the null hypothesis.   
z = |E S  ………………………3.13 
                                                   SEE S  
Unit of Analysis 
For this analysis, the independent sample was the unit of analysis.  For most 
studies effect size information was reported for the overall sample.  In these cases, each 
study contributed one independent sample to the analysis.  Samples are considered 
independent if subjects do not overlap.   If studies only reported findings for two or more 
non-overlapping sub-groups (such as commuter students vs. residents) it contributed 
more than one independent sample to the meta-analysis. 
The shifting unit of analysis method (Cooper, 2010) was employed to identify 
what was an independent estimate of effect.  For example, a study could examine the 
effect of extended orientation first year seminars on the first year GPA of academically 
prepared versus academically underprepared students.  This study would contribute only 
one effect size to the meta-analysis as the effects for prepared and underprepared students 
would be averaged.   When testing for the possible moderating effect of academic 
preparation, however, that study would contribute two effect sizes; one to each level 
(prepared vs. unprepared) of that moderating variable.   
Moderator Analysis  
A common criticism of meta-analysis is its inclusion of studies of varying degrees 
of quality (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  There are several ways to address this issue.  Many 
quality measurement scales have been developed and are often used.  However, there 
have been several well-founded criticisms of these tools (Conn & Rantz, 2003).  For 
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example, Valentine and Cooper (2008) state that these “tools tend to (a) be insufficiently 
operational, (b) rely on arbitrary post-hoc decision rules, and (c) result in a single number 
to represent a multidimensional construct,” (p. 130).   Similarly, it is often the case that 
even a priori definitions of quality based upon study or design characteristics do not offer 
objective or consistent assessments of the quality of studies (Conn & Rantz, 2003).  A 
more objective strategy is to include studies of differing quality and address resultant 
issues through moderator analysis (Cooper, 1998).   
Homogeneity analysis was used in this quality assessment to judge whether or not 
sampling error alone accounts for variance between effect size estimates or whether 
factors inherent to individual studies also account for some of this variance (Lipsey & 
Wilson, 2001).  Because effect sizes are sample statistics and estimate population values 
they will vary between studies even if they estimate the same population value 
(Valentine, DuBois, & Cooper, 2004).  Factors such as sample size, institution type, 
course length, and the measurement of existing academic ability and preparation amongst 
entering students could all affect the variability observed between studies’ effect size 
estimates in this analysis.  Homogeneity analysis compares the amount of variance 
between sample studies’ effect sizes with the amount of variance that would be expected 
given sampling error alone.  The statistic produced by this test, Q, approximately follows 
a chi-square distribution with k-1 degrees of freedom (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  To 
compute the Q statistic I followed the procedure outlined in Formula 3.14.   
Q = ∑wi(ESi - E S )
2…………………….3.14 
where wi is the weight for an individual study, ESi is the mean effect size for an 
individual study, and E S  is the mean effect size for all studies in the sample.   
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If Q is shown to be statistically significant then the null hypothesis of 
homogeneity is rejected.  This means that the variability between study effect sizes is 
greater than what would be expected given random sampling error alone (Lipsey & 
Wilson, 2001).  In the case of a statistically significant Q individual moderator variables 
will be tested in order to identify systemic sources of variance between study effect sizes 
caused by issues related to study design and characteristics. 
Fixed Vs. Random Effects 
Finally, a choice was made between the fixed and random effects error models.   
This choice centers on assumptions regarding whether or not studies in the sample are 
measuring the same population effect.  In a meta-analysis using the fixed-effect model’s 
operating assumption is that studies included in the sample are estimating the same 
population value.  Therefore, when using this model variance between effect sizes is 
assumed to be a product of sampling error alone. The random effects model, on the other 
hand, assumes that variance in the study is present due to both random sampling error and 
variability at the study level (Borenstein, et al., 2009).  The most important issue in 
determining whether to use fixed or random effects is the nature of the research 
question(s) guiding the meta-analysis.  If one wishes to make inferences that apply only 
to the studies being analyzed the fixed effects model is the appropriate choice.  However, 
if the goal of synthesis is to generalize beyond the studies in a particular sample the 
random effects error model should be used (Hedges & Vevea, 1998).  
Meta-analyses have increasingly employed random effects models in recent years 
(Conn & Rantz, 2003) as it produces more widely generalizable findings than does the 
fixed-effects model (Hedges & Vevea, 1998). The random effects model was employed 
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in this meta-analysis.  This choice was made in the context guiding purpose of this study:  
To move the examination of extended orientation first year seminars beyond single 
institution studies and broaden understanding of this critical educational intervention and 
its effect on key metrics of student success. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
Search Outcomes 
 The electronic literature search described in Chapter Three uncovered a total of 
3,180 potentially relevant studies.  An announcement on the NRC listserv as well as a 
direct request to its staff produced another six studies for review.  Finally, pertinent 
journals and conference archives identified in Chapter Three provided an additional 7,732 
studies for review.  In total I screened the titles and abstracts of 10,918 studies.  Of this 
initial group, 130 studies were identified as eligible for full text screening.  The full text 
analysis of these 130 research reports yielded 45 studies which were eligible for inclusion 
in the final meta-analytic sample (Shown in Table 2).  Of these, 15 were academic 
journal articles, 23 were dissertations, and seven were conference papers or reports from 
the NRC.        
 The studies appeared or were published between 1984 and 2013 and the base year 
researchers began collecting data ranged from 1979 to 2008.  Of the 45 studies in the 
sample, 11 measured cumulative first term GPA, 21 measured cumulative first year GPA, 
and 43 measured first-to-second year retention.  The 102 independent samples in this 
study were based on data from 126,522 students.    
 
 
 
 59 
 
Table 2     
Meta-Analytic Sample     
First Author (Year)  N Cohort Year(s) Carnegie Classification Outcomes  
Beal (1998) 1913 96 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Behrman (1984) 150 79 - Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Bitz   - Retention 
Blackett (2008) 336 04, 05 - Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Brunelle-Joiner (1999) 311 97 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
    First Year 
GPA 
Burgette (2009) 1193 01 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Cambridge-Williams 
(2013) 
590 02 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
Carstens (2000) 658 95, 97 Master’s  Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Cavote (2007) 713 99 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Chartriand (2012) 4,212 04, 05, 06, 07 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Clark (2011) 435 99 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Craig (1994) 2,929 89, 90, 91, 92 Master’s   Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Davis (1992) 552 84, 85, 86 Master’s  Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
    First Term 
GPA 
Davis-Underwood 
(1994) 
108 98 Doctorate-Granting First Year 
GPA 
Douthett (1998) 6,790 98 Doctorate-Granting First Year 
GPA 
Fidler (1996) 19,816 86, 87, 88, 89, 
90, 91, 92, 93 
Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Frysinger (1998) 876 92, 93, 94 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
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  Table 2 Cont.   
First Author (Year)  N Cohort Year(s) Carnegie Classification Outcomes  
Green (2010) 804 07, 08 Baccalaureate College Retention 
Helbig (2004) 1,890 99, 00 Master’s  Retention 
Hollins (2004) 10,005 99, 01 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
    First Term 
GPA 
House (1998) 1,210 87, 88, 89, 90, 
91 
Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Jackson (2005) 4,132 01, 02 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Janz (2004) 2,064 02 Master’s  Retention 
Lang (2006) 1,362 98 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
Lashley (2005 3,364  Baccalaureate College Retention 
McMillan-Haron 
(2003) 
2,314 00 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Miller (2007) 3,649 02, 03 Master’s 
College/University 
Retention 
Nottingham (1989) 155 87 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
    First Year 
GPA 
Rogers (2005) 2,166 2005 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Schnell (2000) 1,856 91, 92, 93, 94 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
    First Year 
GPA 
Shanley (1990) 2,776 79 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
Sidle (2009) 862 93, 94, 95 Master’s  Retention 
Spann (1991) 685 89 Master’s  Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Sparks (2005) 2,367 95, 96, 97, 98, 
99, 00 
Master’s  Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Starke (2001) 99 86 Master’s  Retention 
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  Table 2 Cont.   
First Author (Year)  N Cohort Year(s) Carnegie Classification Outcomes  
Stewart (1997) 1,069 1995 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
teDuits (2007) 3,489 05 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
Weissman (2008) 1,166 03 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    Fist Year 
GPA 
Williford (2001) 30,203 86, 87, 88, 89, 
90, 91, 92, 93, 
94, 95 
Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Yale (1999) 89 98 Baccalaureate College Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Yarbrogh (1993) 256 92 Doctorate-Granting Retention 
    First Year 
GPA 
Yu (2012) 1,125 07 - Retention 
    First Term 
GPA 
Note.  Carnegie Classifications as of January, 2014.   
 
Main Analyses 
To address this study’s guiding questions I conducted three separate meta-
analyses: one for first term GPA, a second for first year GPA, and a third for first-to-
second year retention. All three meta-analyses were conducted using random effects 
assumptions and, for each, a weighted mean effect size was computed along with a test 
for the homogeneity of effect sizes.  The homogeneity test was used to assess whether the 
estimates of effect size in this sample appear to estimate the same population effect size.  
This analysis allows one to judge whether or not sampling error alone accounted for 
variance between effect size estimates or whether factors inherent to individual studies 
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also accounted for some of this variance (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).   In addition to the 
homogeneity tests, several variables were examined in order to identify systemic sources 
of variance (moderators) between study effect sizes which might have been caused by 
issues related to study design and characteristics. 
 For each of the three outcomes a total of three methodological and seven FYS and 
sample-related moderators of effect size were examined in order to identify systematic 
sources of variance between study effect sizes associated with study design and 
characteristics related to first year seminars or study samples.  Methodological 
moderators of effect size investigated in this study included sample size (i.e. whether the 
study’s sample size fell above or below the median of all studies investigating each 
dependent variable of interest), whether the study used multiple cohorts in its sample, and 
whether authors used matching or statistical control techniques to control for group 
differences.  FYS and sample-related moderators included institution type as described by 
the basic Carnegie Classification system, institution size, whether the course was 
instructed by a faculty member, a staff member, or a team of faculty and staff, whether 
the FYS being examined was new to the curriculum, whether the course included an 
explicit co-curricular component (i.e. a requirement to attend a certain number of campus 
events), whether the course included a peer mentor, and finally whether the sample was 
comprised of more than 75% white students.  When possible, each of these ten potential 
moderators was tested to determine its impact on the relationship between FYS 
participation and first term GPA (seen in Table 4), first year GPA (seen in Table 6), and 
first-to-second year retention (seen in Table 8).   
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Additional potentially impactful moderators such as institutional size and 
selectivity, students’ socioeconomic status, residency status, and number of first-
generation students in each sample were either not reported for a large percentage of 
studies (e.g. SES) or did not display enough variation in their observed values (e. g. 
institution size) to permit further exploration of their moderating effect.  All variables 
included in moderator analyses were either inherently categorical in nature (i.e. whether 
an FYS course was new to the curriculum) or had small enough variation in observed 
values so as to make inclusion as a categorical variable necessary for meaningful 
analysis.  Appendix E displays study-level classifications for each of the ten moderator 
variables.   
Meta-Analysis One:  First Term GPA 
 Eleven of the studies in the sample reported the outcome of first term GPA.  Of 
these 11 studies, 10 had positive effect sizes (shown in Table 3).  The weighted raw mean 
difference effect size under the random effects model was D =0.16, with a 95% 
confidence interval of + 0.09, meaning that it ranged from a lower limit of 0.06 to an 
upper value of 0.25.  This difference was statistically significant (z = 3.27, p = .001). The 
test for homogeneity of effect sizes estimating this relationship was statistically 
significant Q (10) = 107.49, p <.001, and exhibited considerable heterogeneity between 
studies, I2 = 89.77.  To investigate possible sources of heterogeneity I also performed 
several moderator analyses (shown in Table 4).  
Sample size. I first tested the moderating effect of sample size.  Studies were 
divided into groups which fell either above or below the median sample size for studies 
investigating each outcome. For the relationship between FYS participation and first term 
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GPA, smaller studies had a slightly smaller effect size, D = 0.15 (k = 6), than did larger 
studies, D = 0.16 (k = 5).  However, this difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) 
= .01, p = .93.  
Matching/control variables. I next investigated the moderating effect of either 
matching or statistical control techniques used by study authors to create more 
comparable groups.  Studies were categorized as either having used control or matching 
or not and the moderating effect of these techniques was tested for each of three 
dependent variables in this study.  Studies which used either matching or control to 
account for differences between groups yielded larger effects, D = 0.20 (k = 7), than 
studies which did not use these procedures, D = 0.08 (k = 4), but this difference was not 
statistically significant Q (1) = 1.8, p = .18. 
Table 3  
Raw Mean Difference – First Term GPA  
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  Multiple cohorts.  I next investigated the moderating effect of the measurement 
of multiple cohorts of first year students on the magnitude of effect sizes.  For the 
purpose of this analysis, studies were considered to have used multiple cohorts if they 
measured one or more of the three outcomes for at least two fall terms’ entering group of 
freshmen.   For first term GPA, studies which measured multiple cohorts yielded larger 
effects, D = 0.25 (k = 3), than studies that did not, D = 0.13 (k = 8), but this difference 
was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.66, p = .42. 
Instructor type.  Many of the studies in this sample examined first year seminars 
which were taught by institution staff members or a combination of regular faculty and 
staff.  Therefore, this analysis examined the impact of instruction by a faculty member 
has on effect sizes versus instruction by a staff member or a team of faculty and staff.  
For the first term GPA outcome, courses taught only by faculty yielded larger effects, D 
= 0.23 (k = 6), than courses taught by staff or teams of faculty and staff, D = 0.05 (k = 5).  
This was a statistically significant difference, Q (1) = 5.09, p = .02. 
 New course.  I next tested whether new seminars moderated the relationship 
between course participation and effect size magnitudes.   Courses which were being 
studied as a pilot or those which had been added to a college or university’s curriculum 
for the first time were considered new and were compared to courses which had been in 
existence prior to the investigation being conducted in each study. New courses produced 
smaller effects, D = 0.14 (k = 3), than did courses which were not new, D = 0.16 (k = 8); 
however, this difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.02, p = .90.    
Co-Curricular component. I next investigated whether the inclusion of co-
curricular components into seminars moderated estimates of effect sizes.  For this 
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analysis courses were determined to contain co-curricular components if students were 
required to interact with the campus community outside of the classroom.  Co-curricular 
components could include requirements to attend campus events, a requirement to meet 
with a reference librarian, or a community service requirement.   
Courses with no co-curricular component yielded larger effects, D = 0.15 (k = 5), 
than did courses with a co-curricular aspect, D = 0.10 (k = 4), but this difference was not 
statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.25, p = .62.   
Percent White. In order to investigate the possible moderating effects that 
differences in the racial/ethnic composition of samples might have had on effect size 
estimates I investigated the effect of the percent of white students in each study.  Because 
many studies did not fully report demographics for their samples, and due to a lack of 
variability in the studies which did report information about race, studies were classified 
as either having a sample comprised of more or less than 75% white students.  Samples 
which were comprised of greater than 75% white students yielded larger effects, D = 0.11 
(k = 4), than did samples comprised of less than 75% White students, D = 0.09 (k = 3); 
however, this difference was not statistically significant Q (1) = 0.08, p = .78. 
Peer mentor. Several studies in this sample investigated courses in which 
upperclassmen were included as a part of the seminar and served in an instructional 
support role and/or acted as a mentor for first year students in their transition from high 
school to college.   Therefore I investigated whether the inclusion of a peer moderated the 
effects of FYS participation.  For first term GPA, courses with a peer mentor yielded 
smaller effects, D = 0.10 (k = 4), than did courses with without a peer mentor, D = 0.20 
(k = 7).  However, this difference was not statistically significant (Q (1) = 1.20, p = .28 
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Table 4 
Moderators of Effect Size – First Term GPA 
Moderators K Q D SE 
Sample Size  .008   
     < 1125 6  .149 .086 
     > 1126      5  .158 .062 
Multiple Cohorts  .660   
     Yes   3  .246 .134 
No  8  .131 .044 
Used in Matching/Control   1.804   
     Yes  7  .204 .070 
     No 4  .084 .055 
Instructor  5.093*   
     Faculty 6  .234 .059 
     Faculty &/or Staff   5  .053 .054 
New Course to Curriculum  .018   
     Yes   3  .137 .143 
     No   8  .157 .052 
Co-Curricular Component  .248   
     Yes  4  .099 .046 
     No   5  .148 .087 
Percent White  .081   
     Over 75%   4  .114 .038 
     Under 75%   3  .088 .080 
Peer Mentor   1.191   
     Yes   4  .095 .062 
    No   7  .194 .066 
*p < .05.   
 
Meta-Analysis Two:  First Year GPA 
 I next conducted a meta-analysis which investigated the effect of participation in 
extended orientation first year seminars and first year cumulative GPA.  In this sample, 
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21 studies reported a measure of first year GPA.  Of these 21 studies, 13 had positive 
effect sizes (shown in Table 5).  The weighted raw mean difference effect size under the 
random effects model was D = 0.09, with a 95% confidence interval of + 0.06 meaning 
that it ranged from a lower limit of 0.03 to an upper limit of 0.14. This difference was 
statistically significant (z = 3.12, p = .002).  The test for homogeneity of effect sizes 
estimating the impact of FYS participation on first year GPA was statistically significant 
Q (20) = 345.44, p <.001, I2 = 94.21, and exhibited considerable heterogeneity between 
studies.  Again, moderator tests were conducted to investigate possible systematic 
sources of heterogeneity (shown in Table 6). 
Sample size. For the first year GPA outcome, larger studies were associated 
with smaller effects, D = 0.05 (k = 11), than were smaller studies, D = 0.15 (k = 10) but 
this relationship was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 1.73, p < .19. 
Matching/control variables.  I next tested the moderating effect of the use of 
control or matching techniques on the outcome of first year GPA.   Studies which 
employed matching or statistical control techniques to account for group differences 
yielded larger effects, D = 0.10 (k = 13), than studies which did not, D = 0.08 (k = 8).  
However, this difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.07, p = .80.  
Multiple cohorts.  Those studies which measured multiple cohorts yielded small 
effects for the outcome of first year GPA, D = 0.08 (k = 10), than did studies which 
measured only one cohort of first year students, D = 0.10 (k = 11) but the difference was 
not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.07, p = .80.   
 Institution type.  I next investigated whether the magnitude of effect size 
estimates were related to the type of institution at which the study took place.  I 
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investigated the moderating effect of a study taking place at a doctoral granting 
institution versus a master’s college/university or baccalaureate institution.  This test was 
not performed for first term GPA as all but one of the studies which measured this 
outcome was conducted at a Doctoral-Granting institution.  There was sufficient 
variability in institution type between studies reporting first year GPA and retention to 
allow for analysis.   
For the first year GPA outcome, studies conducted at master’s or baccalaureate 
granting institutions produced larger effects, D = 0.18 (k = 6), than did studies conducted 
at doctorate-granting institutions, D = 0.03 (k = 14).  This was not a statistically 
significant difference, Q (1) = 2.83, p = .09.   
 Institution size.  The analysis of institution size focused on possible moderating 
effects that differences in size between study sites may have had.  The Carnegie 
classification system was used to identify large institutions as those with over 10,000 
enrolled students.  The effect of course participation at large institutions was compared to 
its effect at medium (3,000 – 9,999 students) and small (1,000 – 2,999) institutions.   This 
test could not be performed for first term GPA as each of the studies which measured first 
term GPA took place at large institutions.  Therefore, moderator analyses for institution 
size were performed only for the first year GPA and first-to-second year retention 
outcomes.   
 For first year GPA, studies conducted at small or mid-size institutions yielded 
larger effect sizes, D = 0.20 (k = 4), than those conducted at large institutions, D = 0.06 
(k = 16); however, this difference was not significantly significant Q (1) =3.15, p <.08.   
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Table 5 
Raw Mean Difference – First Year GPA  
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Instructor type.  In this analysis, courses taught only by faculty yielded larger 
effects, D = 0.16 (k = 10), than those taught by staff or teams of faculty and staff, D = 
0.04 (k = 11); this difference was not statistically significant, however, Q (1) = 2.26, p = 
.13.   
 Co-Curricular component. Courses with no co-curricular component yielded 
smaller effects, D = 0.07 (k = 13), than did courses with a co-curricular aspect, D = 0.16 
(k = 6).  For first year GPA, the inclusion of co-curricular components in seminars was 
not significantly associated with effect size magnitude, Q (1) = 1.14, p = .29.   
 Percent White.  Samples comprised of greater than 75% White students yielded 
smaller effect sizes, D = 0.04 (k = 4), than did samples comprised of less than 75% White 
students, D = 0.14 (k = 6); however, this difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) 
= 0.63, p = .43. 
 Peer mentor. Finally, for the outcome of first year GPA, courses with a peer 
mentor yielded smaller effects, D = 0.10 (k = 5), than did courses which did use a peer 
mentor, D = 0.08 (k = 16).  This difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.04, 
p = .84. 
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Table 6 
Moderators of Effect Size – First  Year GPA 
Moderators k Q D SE 
Sample Size  1.726   
     < 685  11  .054 .032 
     >686     10  .148 .064 
Multiple Cohorts  .065   
     Yes  10  .081 .035 
No  11  .098 .058 
Used Matching/Control   .068   
     Yes 13  .095 .036 
     No 8  .078 .056 
Institution Type  2.829   
     Doctorate-Granting   14  .028 .022 
     
Master’s/Baccalaureate  
6  .181 .088 
Institution Size  3.153   
     Large  16  .062 .029 
     Medium/Small  4  .198 .071 
Instructor  2.259   
     Faculty 10  .163 .073 
     Faculty &/or Staff  11  .040 .038 
Co-Curricular 
Component 
 1.140   
     Yes  6  .164 .076 
     No  13  .070 .046 
Percent White  .631   
     Over 75%  4  .041 .067 
     Under 75%  6  .138 .102 
Peer Mentor   .040   
     Yes  5  .097 .048 
     No  16  .084 .045 
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Meta-Analysis Three:  First-to-Second Year Retention 
 Finally I conducted a meta-analysis which investigated the effect of participation 
in extended orientation first year seminars and first-to-second year retention.   In total, 43 
studies in the sample reported the outcome of first-to-second year retention.  Of these 44 
studies, 39 had positive effect sizes (shown in Table 7).  The weighted log odds ratio 
under the random effects model was ORLog = 0.40, with a 95% confidence interval of + 
0.09, meaning that it ranged from a lower limit of .30 to an upper limit of 0.49.  For ease 
of interpretation, the log odds ratio was converted back to odds ratio.  When completing 
this transformation, the log Odds Ratio of 0.40 is transformed to an Odds Ratio of 1.49.  
This means that, on average, the odds of persisting to the second year for those who 
participated in an FYS were approximately 1.5 times greater than the odds of persisting 
to the second year for those who did not participate in an FYS.  This difference was 
statistically significant (z = 8.12, p < .001).  The test for homogeneity of effect sizes 
estimating the effect of FYS participation on first-to-second year retention was 
statistically significant Q(42) = 275.05, p < .001, and, while indicating less heterogeneity 
than either of the GPA outcomes, displayed considerable heterogeneity between studies, 
I
2 = 84.73.  Finally, moderator tests were conducted to investigate possible systematic 
sources of heterogeneity (shown in Table 8). 
Sample size.  For the retention outcome, the effect of course participation on 
second year retention was stronger for larger studies, ORLog = 0.44 (k = 22), than for 
smaller studies, ORLog = 0.34 (k = 21), though the difference was not statistically 
significant, Q (1) = 0.61, p = .44.  
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Multiple cohorts. For the first-to-second year retention outcome, studies which 
measured multiple cohorts were related to smaller effect sizes, ORLog = 0.35 (k = 18), 
than studies which did not measure multiple cohorts, ORLog = 0.46 (k = 25); this 
difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 1.26, p = .26.  
Matching/control variables.  For the outcome of first-to-second year retention, 
those studies which used matching or control to account for group differences produced 
slightly smaller effects, ORLog = 0.36 (k = 21), than did those studies which did not use 
these techniques, ORLog = 0.38 (k = 20); however, this difference was not statistically 
significant, Q (1) = 0.02, p = .88.   
Institution type.  Studies taking place at master’s or baccalaureate institutions 
yielded larger effects, ORLog = 0.42 (k = 15) than those at doctorate-granting institutions, 
ORLog = 0.36 (k = 25), but this difference was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.21, p 
< .65.     
Institution size.  Studies at small or mid-size institutions produced larger effect 
sizes, ORLog = 0.47 (k = 10), than studies conducted at large colleges or universities, 
ORLog = 0.35 (k = 30) for the first-to-second year retention outcome.  This difference was 
not statistically significant, Q (1) = 0.44, p = .51.   
Instructor type.  For the outcome of first-to-second year retention, instruction by 
faculty was related to smaller effect sizes, ORLog = 0.33 (k = 25), than instruction by staff 
only or a team of faculty and staff, ORLog = 0.49 (k = 17), but this difference was not 
statistically significant, Q (1) = 1.82. p = .18.   
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Table 7 
Log Odds Ratio – First –to-Second Year Retention  
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New course. In this analysis new courses produced smaller effects, ORLog = 0.14 
(k = 5), than courses which were not new, ORLog = 0.47 (k = 38); however, this difference 
was not statistically significant, Q (1) = 2.28, p = .13.   
Co-Curricular component. Next, courses which had a co-curricular aspect 
yielded larger effects, ORLog = 0.52 (k = 16), than courses which did not have co-
curricular components, ORLog = 0.36 (k = 19).  This difference was not statistically 
significant, Q (1) = 1.77, p = .18.   
Percent White.  Samples with more than 75% White students yielded smaller 
effects, ORLog = 0.34 (k = 8), than samples comprised of less than 75% White students, 
ORLog = 0.61 (k = 14); a statistically significant difference, Q (1) = 4.40, p = .04.   
Peer mentor. Finally, for the outcome of first-to-second year retention, courses 
using a peer mentor yielded smaller effects, ORLog = 0.34 (k = 9), than courses which did 
not use a mentor, ORLog = 0.40 (k = 34).  This difference was not statistically significant, 
Q (1) = 0.36, p < .55. 
 
Table 8 
Moderators of Effect Size – First-to-Second Year Retention 
Moderators K Q ORLog SE 
Sample Size  .605   
     >1211  22  .437 .059 
    < 1210 21  .339 .101 
Multiple Cohorts  1.257   
     Yes   18  .346 .066 
 No  25  .457 .074 
Used Matching/Control   .023   
     Yes 21  .364 .053 
     No  20  .379 .082 
Institution Type  .208   
     Doctorate-Granting  25  .361 .054 
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 Table 8 Cont.    
Moderators K Q ORLog SE 
     Master’s/Baccalaureate  15  .415 .106 
Institution Size  .439   
     Large   30  .354 .047 
     Medium/Small  10  .471 .170 
Instructor  1.818   
     Faculty  25  .327 .051 
     Faculty &/or Staff   17  .487 .106 
New Course to Curriculum  2.276   
     Yes   5  .143 .174 
     No  38  .471 .051 
Co-Curricular Component  1.77   
     Yes  16  .523 .090 
     No   19  .352 .092 
Percent White  4.403*   
     Over 75%   8  .344 .062 
     Under 75%   14  .611 .111 
Peer Mentor   .360   
     Yes   9  .342 .079 
     No   34  .402 .061 
*p < .05.     
 
Group Differences 
It is critical to place the results of the three meta-analyses reported above in the 
context of a potentially significant threat to their validity.  One of the seven criteria for 
inclusion of primary studies in this meta-analysis was that enrollment in seminars must 
have been open to all students at the institution(s), and that participation in the seminar 
must have been voluntary on the part of students.  Therefore all FYS groups included in 
this study were comprised completely of volunteers.  This constitutes a potential threat to 
the validity of this study. 
This threat, referred to as volunteer bias, is usually viewed as a threat to the 
external validity of a study.  That is, if those who choose to participate are systematically 
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different than those who choose not to, it is unclear to who results can be generalized.  In 
the studies in this review, however, the volunteer status of participants also has potential 
implications for internal validity.  This means that if volunteers are different in 
meaningful ways than non-volunteers, it is unclear the extent to which causal inferences 
drawn from a study’s results can be relied upon (Shadish, Cook, Campbell, 2002).  Often, 
to account for the volunteer effect’s threat to internal validity, participants are randomly 
assigned to conditions (treatment or control).  This design does not eliminate the threat to 
external validity but the threat to the internal validity of studies can be reduced through 
random assignment (Shadish, Cook, Campbell, 2002).  In the case of this study, however, 
participants are not randomly assigned and, therefore, volunteer bias remains a threat to 
both internal and external validity.   
Because of this issue of non-random assignment in primary studies, it was 
important to understand how different or similar FYS and non-FYS groups were at 
baseline.  In order to do so I coded for important student-level characteristics such as high 
school GPA, ACT or SAT scores, and first generation status.  However, many of these 
variables were not widely reported in primary studies.  When possible, information from 
studies that reported variables describing the baseline comparability of groups was coded 
in order to gain an understanding of groups’ similarities.  Although many studies did not 
provide adequate information to code for these variables, comparisons between groups 
(Appendix D) suggested that those students who chose to participate in FYS’s most often 
had lower high school GPAs and ACT/SAT scores than their counterparts who chose not 
to participate.  Even with this information, however, little is known about the overall 
baseline comparability of FYS and non-FYS groups in these meta-analyses.    
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 FYS Grades 
Another possible limitation of this study lies in the inability to account for FYS 
course grades when calculating the outcomes reported.  Particularly in terms of the two 
GPA outcomes, FYS grades can have an important effect on the magnitude and direction 
of effect size estimates. However, any impact that FYS grades have on the GPAs or 
retention will only be present for the FYS students. 
Many of the criticisms of first year seminars in the past have called into question 
the academic rigor of these courses (e.g., Hunter & Murray, 2007).  Therefore it is 
reasonable to assume that students typically perform well in graded FYS’s.  Following 
this assumption, if average seminar grades are high, then students will see an increase in 
first term and first year GPAs as a direct result of taking the seminar itself and receiving 
the grade.  So if differences between the FYS and non-FYS GPAs are small, as is the 
case in this study, then most or even the entire effect could be due to grades students 
received in the FYS itself and not larger gains in critical thinking skills. 
Assume that the average grade achieved in seminars across studies was a B (3.0 
on a four point scale).  In a three-credit course and assuming the average student enrolled 
in 13.5 semester hours, this FYS grade can have a significant impact on the outcomes of 
these studies.  The mean first term GPA for FYS students in the studies in this meta-
analysis was 2.71.  Therefore, eliminating the FYS grade would lower the mean GPA 
from 2.71 to 2.63. Therefore, removing the FYS grade in this case would result in a 
decrease of .08 points in the overall average.  That would move the average mean 
difference effect size from D = .157 to D = 0.07; a dramatic decrease. 
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Although the presence of FYS grades is a reality that is likely to affect each of the 
dependent variables in this study, it is not the seminar grades themselves that limits the 
findings of this study.  Instead, as was the case in terms of the threat of volunteer bias, the 
true limitation lies in how little information is provided about the presence and impact of 
FYS grades in primary studies.  Unfortunately, very few studies report any measure of 
FYS grades.  This lack of information makes it difficult to assess the extent to which FYS 
grades do or do not bias the results of primary studies and subsequently these meta-
analyses.   
Analyses for Publication Bias 
 In order to test for the presence of publication bias in the sample, I conducted both 
funnel plot and trim and fill analyses for each of the three outcomes of interest.  These 
tests were conducted using the random effects model only.  Results of these analyses can 
be seen in Figures one through three.  For both the first term GPA (shown in Figure 1) 
and the first year GPA (shown in Figure 2) outcomes, these tests resulted in the 
imputation of 0 studies to adjust for funnel plot asymmetry.  This suggests that for the 
random effects model publication bias was not a serious threat to validity.  However, for 
the studies which measured the impact of FYS participation on first-to-second year rates 
of retention, the trim and fill procedure (shown in Figure 3) resulted in the imputation of 
five studies.   These imputations resulted in an adjustment from the mean log odds ratio 
effect size of ORLog = 0.40 to an unbiased mean log odds ratio effect size of ORLog = 0.45.  
Even with these imputations the effect of seminar participation was statistically 
significantly different from zero with the 95% confidence interval ranging from a low of 
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0.36 to a high of 0.55. Therefore, the trim and fill analyses indicated that publication bias 
was not a threat to the validity of the meta-analysis for any of three outcomes of interest.   
Summary of Meta-Analyses 
 For each dependent variable, the overall mean effect size was statistically 
significantly different from zero, suggesting that FYS’s, on average, are beneficial to the 
students who receive them.  The effect sizes exhibited heterogeneity that was statistically 
significant and considerable in magnitude for all three outcomes.  Moderator tests were 
conducted for each outcome to identify systematic sources of homogeneity in effect size 
estimates.  Only two moderator tests were found to be significant, but there was no 
overlap in the patterns of statistical significance across the meta-analyses.  For the 
outcome of first term GPA, instructor type was significantly related to effect size 
magnitude.  None of the moderator tests were significantly related to effect size 
magnitude for the first year GPA outcome.  And for the first-to-second year retention 
outcome only the percentage of white students in each sample was significantly related to 
effect size magnitude.  Because there was no pattern to these results across meta-
analyses, the considerable heterogeneity observed across the studies is still largely 
unexplained. 
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CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 
National five-year postsecondary graduation rates have hovered near the 50% 
mark for decades (ACT, 2013).  In response, a large body of research has investigated 
college student retention in an attempt to better understand student departure behavior in 
hopes of increasing the percentage of college students who obtain a degree (Braxton, 
2000; Boden, 2012).  Though no single solution has emerged from this work, wide 
agreement has formed surrounding the importance of the first year of college (Stratton, et 
al., 2008) as the majority of student departure has been attributed to individuals leaving 
their institutions at some point in their first year (Tinto, 1993).  In fact, Terenzini (1987) 
attributed at least 50% of the overall dropout rate to freshman leaving at the end of their 
first year of study.  The first year of college is critical not just in terms of who leaves but 
also who stays and who graduates.  While graduation rates have remained stubbornly low 
for decades (ACT, 2013), about two-thirds of the students who persist to their second 
year complete a degree (Stratton, et al., 2008).   Given this impact, “the first year is of 
particular importance to the continued discourse on college student retention in American 
higher education,” (Kuep, 2006, p. 62).    
In response, institutions have implemented a wide array of programmatic efforts 
designed to increase rates of first-to-second year retention (Adrande, 2008; Soldner, Lee, 
Duby, 1999; Dill, Gilbert, Hill, Minchew, Sempier, 2011).  The most prevalent of these 
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efforts is the first year seminar; a course intended to enhance the academic and/or social 
integration of first-year students by building skills essential for college success (Barefoot, 
1992).  Amongst the many models of first year seminars the extended orientation model 
is by far the most widely used as it is offered at a rate of 3:1 when compared with the 
next most popular model (Padgett, Hunter, Kilgo, 2013).  Typically these courses focus 
on activities such as acquainting first year students with campus resources, the 
development of time management skills, academic and career planning, learning 
strategies, and assisting in common student development issues (Fidler, 1991).  FYS’s 
have been in existence since the late 19th century and, after gaining in popularity during 
the 1970’s, are now used on nearly 90% of college campuses (NRC, 2009).  Due to their 
prominence, FYS’s have been amongst the most studied topics in all of higher education 
over the past several decades (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Historically, however, this 
research has been limited in its scope (Barefoot, 2000) and the preponderance of this 
work has been conducted at single institutions.  These studies, while making important 
contributions, lack generalizability and provide only limited clues as to the overall 
effectiveness of extended orientation first year seminars (Padgett, Keup, & Pascarella, 
2013).   
It was in this context that I developed this study in an attempt to address the 
limitations of previous research and to broaden the scope of inquiry into extended 
orientation first year seminars.  In order to do so I used systematic review and meta-
analysis to synthesize previous findings measuring the overall effectiveness of extended 
orientation first year seminars.  Using these methods I investigated the effect of voluntary 
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participation in extended orientation FYS’s on (a) first year students’ cumulative first 
term GPA, (b) first year GPA, and (c) rates of first-to-second year retention.   
Major Findings 
The results of each of the three meta-analyses I performed in this study are 
presented in Table 9.  Overall, the mean effect size was statistically significantly different 
from zero for each of the three dependent variables:  first term GPA, first year GPA, and 
first-to-second year retention.  This suggests that FYS’s, on average, are beneficial to the 
students who complete them.  For each of the three outcomes, effect sizes exhibited 
heterogeneity that was statistically significant and considerable in magnitude.  I 
attempted to identify systematic sources of this heterogeneity by conducting nine 
moderator tests.  Only two variables were found to be statistically significant moderators 
of effect size magnitude.  There was no overlap in the patterns of statistical significance 
across the meta-analyses, however, and because no pattern emerged across meta-analyses 
the heterogeneity between studies remains largely unexplained.   
 
Table 9 
Summary of Meta-Analytic Results 
Outcome K Mean Effect Size SE z-value Q I2 
First term GPA 11 D = .16 .05 3.27*** 107.49*** 89.77 
First year GPA 21 D = .09 .03  3.12**  345.44** 94.21 
Retention 45 ORLog = .40 .05 8.12*** 275.05*** 84.73 
Note: **p < .01.  *** p <.001. 
 
First Term GPA 
 The results of the first meta-analysis showed participation in an extended 
orientation FYS had a positive, D = 0.16, and significant, z = 3.27, p < .001, effect on 
first term GPA.  This means that students who participated in first year seminars, on 
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average, earned higher cumulative grade point averages at the end of their first term than 
did students who did not participate in a first year seminar.  For example, the average first 
term GPA for control group members in this sample was approximately a 2.6 on a 4.0 
scale.  Therefore one could expect that participation in a first year seminar would, on 
average, result in an increase in the first term GPA from a 2.6 to a 2.76.     
First Year GPA 
 Participation in an extended orientation FYS also had a positive (D = 0.09), and 
statistically significant (z = 3.12, p = .02) effect on students’ cumulative first year GPA.  
This means that, on average, students who participated in first year seminars earned 
higher cumulative grade point averages at the end of their first year of study than those 
students who did not participate in a first year seminar.  The average first year GPA for 
control group students in this study was a 2.6 on a 4.0 scale.  The results of this study 
suggest that, on average, participation in an FYS would increase a student’s first year 
GPA from a 2.6 to a 2.69.  This effect was statistically significant.   
First-to-Second Year Retention 
 Finally, participation in an extended orientation FYS had a positive (ORLog = 
0.40) and statistically significant (z = 8.12, p < .001) effect on students’ rates first-to-
second year retention.  To assist in interpretation, the log Odds Ratio of 0.40 was also 
transformed to an Odds Ratio of 1.49.  This meant that, on average, the odds of persisting 
to the second year for those who participated in an FYS were approximately 1.5 times 
greater than the odds of persisting to the second year for those who did not participate in 
an FYS.   
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Moderators 
For each of the dependent variables I attempted to identify systematic sources of 
variance between studies’ effect size estimates.  Because effect sizes are sample statistics 
and estimate population values they will vary between studies even if they estimate the 
same population value (Valentine, DuBois, Cooper, 2004).   Homogeneity analyses were 
used to judge whether sampling error alone accounted for the observed variance between 
effect size estimates or whether factors inherent to individual studies also account for 
some of this variance (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Homogeneity tests were statistically 
significant for each of the three dependent variables.  This indicated that the variability 
between effect sizes was larger than would be expected from sampling error alone.   
In response to these significant homogeneity tests I investigated several variables 
in order to identify systematic sources of variance (moderators) between study effect 
sizes which might have been caused by issues related to study design and sample 
characteristics.  For each of the three dependent variables I tested a total of three 
methodological moderators for their impact on the magnitude of effect sizes.  I also 
conducted moderator tests for six variables related to individual seminars and study 
samples.  The results of these tests should be interpreted with some degree of caution as 
their statistical power is relatively small.  However, the differences between effect sizes 
in these moderator tests are relatively small and therefore this issue may not be of great 
concern.  The results of these tests are summarized in Table 10. 
A total of two variables were found to be statistically significant moderators of 
effect size magnitude.  First, for the first term GPA outcome, instructor type was 
significantly related to effect size magnitude.  Courses taught by faculty yielded larger 
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effects than did courses taught by teams of faculty and staff or by staff alone.  Secondly, 
for the first year GPA outcome, none of the moderator tests statistically significant.  
Finally, for the first-to-second year retention outcome, only the percentage of White 
students in each sample was statistically significant.  That is, studies in which the sample 
was comprised of less than 75% White students yielded larger effects than did studies 
which had samples comprised of more than 75% White students.  Overall, no pattern 
emerged from these moderator tests across meta-analyses and therefore the considerable 
heterogeneity observed across the studies remains largely unexplained. 
Implications 
In interpreting the results of this study it is critical to note that statistical 
significance does not imply practical significance. Due to the complex relationship 
between statistical and practical significance, the APA Task Force on Statistical Inference 
suggests the reporting and interpretation of effect sizes in both theoretical and practical 
contexts (Wilkinson & APA Task Force on Statistical Inference, 1999).  Therefore, effect 
sizes for each of the three dependent variables measured here must be contextualized not 
just in terms of their statistical significance but also in terms of what they mean for 
postsecondary institutions which are evaluating the effectiveness of current or future first 
year seminars.   
Tests of statistical significance have been relied upon as the primary indicator of 
the overall importance of a study’s results since the early 20th century and during that 
time statistical significance has often been conflated with practical significance 
(Thompson, 2002).  In many instances statistically significant results are considered 
important and non-significant results as an indication that a relationship between 
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Table 10 
Summary of Moderator Tests 
  First Term GPA  First Year GPA  Retention 
Moderators k D Q k D Q k ORLog Q 
Sample Size   .008   1.73   .61 
     Above Median 6 .15  10 .15  22 .44  
     Below Median 5 .16  11 .05  21 .34  
Multiple Cohorts   .66   .07   1.26 
     Yes 3 .25  10 .08  18 .35  
     No 8 .13  11 .10  25 .46  
Matching/Control   1.8   .07   .02 
     Yes 7 .20  13 .10  21 .37  
     No 4 .09  8 .08  10 .38  
Institution Type   -   2.83   .21 
     Doctorate - - - 14 .03  25 .36  
     Master’s/Bacc. - - - 6 .19  15 .42  
Institution Size   -   3.15   .44 
     Large - - - 16 .06  30 .35  
     Medium/Small - - - 4 .20  10 .47  
Instructor   5.09*   2.26   1.82 
     Faculty 6 .23  10 .16  25 .33  
     Faculty &/or Staff 5 .05  11 .04  17 .49  
New Course    .02  -    2.28 
     Yes 3 .14  - -  5 .14  
     No 8 .16  - -  38 .47  
Co-Curricular    .25   1.14   1.77 
     Yes 4 .10  6 .16  16 .52  
     No 5 .15  13 .07  19 .35  
Percent White   .08   .63   4.40* 
     Under 75% 3 .09  6 .14  14 .61  
     Over 75% 4 .11  4 .04  8 .34  
Peer Mentor   1.20   .04   .36 
     Yes 4 .09  5 .10  9 .34  
     No 7 .19  16 .08  34 .40  
Note: *p < .05.   
variables is not important or that an intervention did not work.  Statistical significance 
has been given such weight that many authors selectively report their results to focus on 
those which met the level of statistical significance.  Further, researchers who find only 
non-significant results often do not submit their studies for publication (Chan, 
Hrobjartsson, Haahr, Gotzsche, & Altman, 2004).  The reliance on statistical significance 
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to judge the overall significance of results is present amongst those who review for and 
edit academic publishing outlets as well.  Dickersin and Min (1992) found that studies 
with statistically significant results are published up to 80% more often than studies with 
non-significant results.  However, the tendency toward reliance on statistical significance 
as a proxy for the actual significance of studies’ results has often come under criticism 
and many scholars (Kirk 1996; Fisher, 1925; Kelley, 1935; Thompson, 1993) have called 
for the concept of practical significance to be considered in interpreting the results of 
scientific research (Thompson, 2002).   
It is critical to interpret the results of this study in terms of both statistical and 
practical significance.  While statistical significance is an important tool in measuring the 
effectiveness of first year seminars, I also considered the practical impact that these 
courses have on first term GPA, first year GPA, and first-to-second year retention.  This 
practical assessment adds to the statistical measurement of significance and considers the 
full context of the costs and overall benefit of using extended orientation first year 
seminars as tools to promote first year student success. 
Positive Effects 
The purpose of this study was to address a gap in the existing body of literature by 
moving beyond single institution studies of first year seminars and providing a broader 
lens through which to examine the effectiveness of this key first educational intervention.  
The results of each of the three meta-analyses I performed were both positive and 
statistically significant.  These results support the trend in previous studies which has 
shown seminar participation to be tied to a multitude of positive first year outcomes 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Padgett, Keup, Pascarella, 2013).  This study has shown 
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first year seminars, and specifically the extended orientation model of first year seminars, 
to be positively associated with key outcomes related to first year student success.   
The results of the three meta-analyses I performed align with the trend of previous 
research which has shown FYS participation to be related to first year success (Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005) but this study also provides new information.  To date, no meta-
analysis has been conducted examining the effect of voluntary participation in extended 
orientation seminars at 4-year colleges and universities.  The greatest benefit to this study 
and its use of meta-analysis is in its ability to produce higher powered results than have 
previously been achieved by the multitude of single-institution studies that have preceded 
it (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). From an empirical perspective, then, these results do not 
simply align with previous trends; instead they strengthen claims made as to the 
effectiveness of extended orientation first year seminars in promoting key first year 
student success outcomes.  However, moving beyond a statistical analysis and 
considering further the practical impact of FYS participation leaves significant questions 
as to the practical effect of these courses.   
Practical Significance 
 While the results of the meta-analyses I performed in this study broaden the 
generalizability of previous research investigating the effectiveness of extended 
orientation first year seminars, these results must be contextualized in terms of what they 
mean in practice.  Therefore in this section I weigh the benefits of the use of these 
courses against the cost of implementing, administering, and assessing them.  FYS’s have 
become the most popular tool in institutions’ efforts to stem first year student attrition 
and have recently been found to be in existence on nearly 90% of the college and 
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university campuses in the United States (NRC, 2009).  Given this prevalence it is 
important to provide full analysis of the impact they will have on students’ lives and on 
institutions’ continuous battle to shepherd students into their second year and beyond.  
This analysis also provided the lens through which questions regarding a possible 
overreliance on these courses arose.    
Despite being statistically significant, the effect sizes yielded in each of the meta-
analyses, particularly for the two GPA outcomes, are relatively small in practical terms.  
The weighted raw mean difference effect sizes of D = .16 and D = .09 for first term and 
first year GPA respectively must be evaluated carefully in terms of what practical impact 
they have on students’ overall grade point averages.  On a typical 4.0 scale, the effect 
sizes seen here would not result in a large practical increase in student GPAs.   For 
example, moving from a letter grade of a B to a B + increases earned GPA points from 
3.0 to 3.3.  Given the two GPA effect sizes, participation in a first year seminar would not 
move students from a B to a B + average for either the first term GPA or first year GPA 
outcomes. 
The chasm between statistical and practical significance is less dramatic for the 
retention outcome.  In this case the odds of persisting to the second year for those who 
participated in an FYS were roughly 1.5 times greater than the odds of persisting to the 
second year for those who did not participate in an FYS.  Again this effect is statistically 
significant but practically small.  If, for example, an institution’s cohort of 1,000 entering 
students was evenly divided into 500 FYS participants and 500 non-FYS participants and 
425 or 85% of FYS participants were retained to their second year then approximately 
395 or 79% of non-FYS participants would be retained to their second year as well.  In 
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this example this results in only a 6% increase in first-to-second year retention between 
FYS and non-FYS participants.   
Though practical significance is perhaps more difficult to operationalize than 
statistical significance, the two concepts are of equal importance in the context of this 
study.  First year seminars are resource intensive interventions.  These courses require 
administrative resources to develop, maintain, and evaluate them as a part of an 
institution’s curriculum.  Each of these activities requires capital resources and can be 
just as intensive in terms of human resources.  Administrative staff members are often 
required for the maintenance and evaluation of first year seminars.  Seminars, of course, 
need instructors as well.  As was the case in the sample used for this study, instructors 
can come from several levels of the university.  Instructors can range from tenured full 
professors to adjunct part-time faculty.  Staff members, usually those from an 
institution’s student affairs function, often teach these courses as well, and in some 
instances teams of faculty, staff, and upper division students are team teach.  Further, first 
year seminars in the traditional extended orientation model tend to have relatively small 
enrollments.  This can means that course instructors must either teach a large number of 
seminars or that a large number of instructors must teach these courses.  In most 
instances, then, the development, implementation, maintenance, and evaluation of first 
year seminars can include a relatively large number of faculty, staff, and students from 
numerous levels of an institution:  a significant allocation of resources.  It is appropriate, 
then, to evaluate the effectiveness of first year seminars in the context of these significant 
expenditures of fiscal and human resources.   
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It is important to note that investigating first year seminars in the context of 
resource allocation would alter the questions that these studies address.  When taking into 
account the amount of resources dedicated to these courses, studies would no longer 
address the effectiveness of these courses but would instead address their efficiency.  
Effectiveness can be defined as “being successful in producing a desired result or 
accomplishing set goals,” (Norman-Major, 2010, p. 236).  Efficiency, however, is defined 
as achieving the best possible value from scarce resources (Norman-Major, 2010).  
Therefore, evaluating the efficiency of first year seminars would measure the effect they 
have on outcomes such as GPA and retention in relation to the amount of resources 
allocated by institutions to the courses themselves.  If, for example, an institution 
dedicated a large amount of either financial or human resources toward the development, 
implementation, and evaluation of a first year seminar, the relatively small effect sizes 
seen in this study might indicate that the seminars are inefficient.  On the other hand, 
institutions which allocate few resources toward first year seminars might interpret the 
effects seen in this study as an indication that first year seminars are an efficient tool in 
promoting first year student success. An evaluation of overall course efficiency was not 
possible in this study as studies provided little if any information as to the cost of 
seminars.  However, future studies could enrich our body of knowledge by accounting for 
the cost of first year seminars and evaluating their use in terms of both effectiveness and 
efficiency.   
As there is broad agreement about the importance of the first year of college in 
the pursuit of degree attainment (Stratton, et al., 2008), first year interventions will 
undoubtedly remain a focus for postsecondary institutions of all types.  The results of 
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these meta-analyses, while all statistically significant, raise questions about the practical 
effectiveness of the first year seminar.  Certainly the argument here is not that these 
courses are ineffective or that they should be discarded as a first year intervention.  
Instead, these results suggest that careful evaluation of the practical effects of these 
courses on student outcomes must be continued.  During a time in which nearly 90% of 
all postsecondary institutions offer a first year seminar of some kind (Tobolowsky & 
Associates, 2008), it is critical that work such as this study not be seen simply as further 
proof that we need to look no further for interventions to increase student success during 
the transition from high school to college.  There is a danger in the over-interpretation of 
this study’s results leading to an even greater overreliance on first year seminars as a 
silver bullet.  This type of interpretation should be avoided.  This is particularly true as, 
when considered in their full context, this study suggests that FYS’s may, on average, 
produce very small practical effects.  Perhaps the most appropriate future direction for the 
field, then, is to continue to engage in systematic evaluation of current and future first 
year seminars while also creating and testing new interventions that might have an even 
greater impact on the success of first year students. 
The evaluation of practical and statistical significance is one which is especially 
important for administrators whom may be evaluating the effectiveness of seminars on 
their campuses.  Though I assert that the statistically significant results in this study do 
not necessarily suggest practically significant results, this is a distinction that should truly 
be made in the context of individual institutions.  While the results of this study should 
act as a catalyst for college and university administrators to evaluate the effectiveness and 
efficiency of their own seminars, the question of whether an institution’s first year 
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seminar should continue to be used cannot be answered by this study.  The small, positive 
gains seen here in first-to-second year retention, for example, might be satisfactory for 
institutions with an already high rate of return to the second year.  An institution which 
has historically struggled with very low first-to-second year retention rates, however, 
might wish to explore options that could have a greater impact on retention.  Similarly, 
for institutions which commit few financial and personnel resources to these courses, 
small positive gains in these outcomes may be seen as satisfactory.  However, institutions 
which have designed more resource intensive courses might consider results such as 
those in this study inefficient and be prompted to explore alternative first year initiatives.  
Therefore, while the results of this meta-analysis call into question the practical 
significance of participation in extended orientation first year seminars, it must be left to 
the faculty and administrators of individual institutions to interpret the true impact of 
these courses on their campuses.   
Exploring Alternatives 
It is possible to interpret the results of this study as evidence that extended 
orientation first year seminars are relatively ineffective as first year interventions.  Given 
the resources dedicated to these courses and the prevalence of their use, the effect sizes 
seen in this study prompt questions about the future of FYS’s as the primary tool used by 
institutions in an attempt to raise rates of first-to-second year retention.  While these 
courses have been shown to have positive effects on key student outcomes (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005), it is troubling that such a large number of institutions rely upon an 
intervention which produces such small practical effects as their primary means of 
assisting students in the most critical step in their journey toward degree attainment. 
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Perhaps the heavy reliance on FYS’s is fueled in party by more than a century of 
history (Jones & Braxton, 2010) and decades of research investigating their impact on 
students.  However, first year seminars have been joined in the curriculum by many first 
year interventions which have also been shown to be effective.  These include learning 
communities, orientation programs, student development interventions, peer advising, 
mentoring networks,  “welcome” activities, workshops and tutorials, residence life 
programming, and many others (Kuep, 2006; Andrade, 2008).  Each of these should be 
considered in the future as institutions continue to look for means of easing the transition 
from high school to college.  This list, of course, is not exhaustive nor is it static.  
Institutions must also be willing to create and implement their own first year 
interventions in the continued search for tools that will promote first year success. 
Whether institutions examine existing first year seminars, implement alternative 
first years interventions, or create new programming designed to assist first year students, 
it is critical that empirical evidence such as the results I have presented in this study be 
used to stem an overreliance on first year seminars.  These courses have been in use for 
generations and have been shown to positively impact students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005).  However, the meta-analyses I performed for this study suggest that these effects 
are of limited practical significance.  Therefore, not only must first year seminars 
continue to be thoroughly investigated, but perhaps a search must begin for a more 
effective alternative. 
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Limitations & Directions for Future Research 
Volunteer Bias 
As I detailed prior to presenting the meta-analytic results in Chapter Four, the 
greatest limitation of this study lies in the threat of volunteer bias.  All experimental 
groups included in this sample were comprised wholly of volunteers, and all comparison 
groups were formed from the pool of non-volunteers.  Because of this, questions about 
the baseline comparability of volunteers and non-volunteers (FYS and non-FYS students) 
were raised. 
It is likely that those who volunteered to participate in seminars are different in 
meaningful ways than the population from which the overall samples were drawn.  If 
volunteer participants are systematically different than their non-volunteer counterparts 
than only a subset of the population was represented in the sample.  If this is the case, 
then a significant threat exists to the validity of inferences drawn from a sample in which 
volunteer bias is present. If, for example, students who enrolled in seminars were more 
academically prepared and were better able to integrate because of individual social or 
psychological traits then any positive effect observed may not be due seminar 
participation.  Instead, effects could be present because the students who took these 
courses were more likely to earn higher grades and persist at higher rates simply due to 
their own academic strength and social adaptability.  In this was the case, volunteer bias 
would threaten the validity of results. 
I initially planned to conduct moderator tests using key academic variables in 
order to help identify systematic differences between FYS participants and non-
participants.  However, many of these variables were not widely reported in primary 
 98 
 
studies.  This meant that instead of testing for the difference between effect size 
magnitudes of studies which controlled for high school GPA and those that did not, for 
example, I was only able to test for the differences between studies which used matching 
or control at all to account for group differences and those that did not.  This more 
generic distinction reflects the lack of specificity in primary study reporting and provides 
little in the way of addressing the treat of volunteer bias.   When conducting these tests, 
however, both of the GPA outcomes showed that studies which used these techniques 
produced larger effects than did studies which did not.  This suggests that there might be 
differences between groups.  Unfortunately too little is known about the baseline 
comparability of FYS and non-FYS groups in these meta-analyses.  Therefore the threat 
of volunteer bias remains significant in this study and must be considered when 
interpreting its results. 
Future research in this vein should consider the impact of this type of bias and 
work to eliminate or at least mitigate its impact.  When possible, primary studies should 
employ true experimental designs in which students are randomly assigned to either 
participate in a seminar or not participate in a seminar.  If this is not possible, quasi-
experimental designs should be employed whereby FYS groups are compared against 
non-FYS groups which have been formed via a matching procedure.   If matching 
techniques are not used to account for group differences than some measure of statistical 
‘control’ should be employed in order to limit the impact that systematic differences 
between groups on key variables might have on study results.  Finally, in future meta-
analyses those studies which do not limit FYS participation to voluntary enrollment 
should be included for analysis.  It would be interesting, for example, to develop a meta-
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analysis in which the overall effects of voluntary FYS’s are compared against non-
compulsory FYS’s.  Study designs such as these would help to limit the impact that 
systematic differences between volunteer participants and non-participants might have 
had on the results of this study. 
Quality of Reporting 
The issues of volunteer bias and FYS grades detailed above pose threats to the 
validity of this study because of a lack of information presented in both cases.  This 
unfortunately was the norm rather than the exception.  During the initial coding of this 
systematic review I intended to code for many social and academic variables which 
would have allowed for greater specificity in understanding the effect of first year 
seminars as well as in identifying variables which may moderate the relationship between 
course participation and effect size magnitudes.  These variables included measures such 
as socioeconomic status, first-generation status of students, and at-risk status.  I also 
wished to code demographic details of samples used for this study and to determine what, 
if any, variables were used to measure the comparability of groups or to create more 
comparable groups for comparison.  Unfortunately, however, many of these variables 
were not reported in primary studies.  For example, less than half of the studies in the 
sample reported demographic details and only two of the studies reported any measure of 
socioeconomic status. Similarly, only three studies reported the first-generation status of 
students, and only three reported any designation of students’ risk status.  It was also 
often unclear what, if any, variables were used to control for baseline differences in FYS 
and non-FYS groups.  Given these realities, some degree of specificity was lost in the 
meta-analyses conducted for this study.  Therefore, future research could benefit from 
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more robust and clearer reporting of details which could allow for greater refinement of 
our understanding of how well seminars work and what might make them work better. 
There are three major suggestions for future studies investigating the effectiveness 
of extended orientation first year seminars.  Each of these suggestions is primarily 
methodological in nature and each works to address some of the gaps in the current body 
of literature and those gaps not addressed by this study. 
Scope and Scale 
The primary purpose of this study was to address a perceived gap in the existing 
literature lefty by a multitude of single-institution studies.  None of the 46 studies 
included in this analysis was conducted at multiple institutions.  This limits the external 
generalizability and the power of previous results.  The research that has been conducted 
over the past several decades has been clear:  first year seminars produce relatively small, 
positive effects on several measures of first year student success.  As consistent as these 
results have been, the design of the studies conducted have been nearly as consistent.  
Most studies are single institution projects which follow a single cohort of first year 
students for one to five years.  This study attempted to move beyond the information 
provided by these single institution studies through the use of meta-analysis.  Perhaps this 
does not go far enough in this effort, however.  Instead, the field would benefit from the 
inclusion of studies which take place at several institutions, over the course of several 
years.  This would broaden the knowledge which has been produced to date and would 
provide a stronger rationale upon which to base decisions regarding the inclusion of first 
year seminars into curricula.  Large scale, longitudinal studies would certainly be more 
resource intensive and would require cooperation on the part of several disparate parties.  
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However, given the reliance upon these courses and the resources they require the benefit 
of stronger, more generalizable results produced by these studies would likely outweigh 
the costs. 
Study Design 
Perhaps the greatest need in future research is for the increased use of quasi-
experimental and experimental designs.  The criterion that students must have 
volunteered to enroll in these courses precluded the inclusion of true experimental 
designs in this sample.  However, I investigated how many studies which would have 
otherwise been included in my sample were eliminated due to this criterion.  I first re-
examined my initial screening guide and evaluated again all studies which were 
eliminated by the voluntary enrollment requirement.  None of these studies would have 
been included by eliminating the voluntary enrollment criterion and none were 
experimental designs.  I also performed a second version of my electronic literature 
search in an attempt to find any experimental studies that were eliminated from my 
sample based upon the voluntary criterion.  I reproduced the full literature search but 
eliminated all keywords in the “Study Design” category and replaced them with the 
search term “Experiment*”.  This yielded over 300 studies for review.  None of these met 
my inclusion criteria, even with the voluntary enrollment requirement eliminated. 
Certainly the results of this cursory search do not imply that no study has ever been 
conducted which investigated the effectiveness of first year seminars while employing an 
experimental design.  There are likely experimental studies conducted which investigate 
other models of first year seminars or are conducted at 2-year institutions.  It is also 
possible that my search strategy missed experimental designs that would have met the 
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inclusion criteria set forth for this study.  However, it is clear that experimental designs 
are lacking in this line of inquiry.   
There are likely several reasons for this.  For example, many first year seminars 
are an engrained part of institutions’ curriculum and, therefore, not offering it to a 
randomly selected group of students would require the approval of a large number of 
campus constituents.  Also, many administrators may already be convinced of the 
benefits of these courses and could harbor ethical concerns over withholding a treatment 
which they believe to be effective.  Finally, in the process of recruiting, registering, and 
orienting a larger number of incoming students each year, randomly assigning students to 
these courses would likely cause logistical concerns regarding class and program 
schedules.  These concerns aside, however, the field would greatly benefit from the 
continued use of quasi-experimental designs, and particularly from the incorporation of 
experimental designs.  Through the use of these methods we could begin to better 
understand the true effects of this ubiquitous and critical first year intervention. 
Mixed Methods 
The final recommendation for future research is again rooted in methodological 
concerns.  As I stated previously, greater specificity and breadth of reporting is needed to 
improve future studies.  The field, practitioners and academicians alike, would also 
benefit from increased use of the quasi-experimental and particularly experimental 
designed studies.  These suggestions, while likely to improve the overall quality of the 
literature, are rooted in a post-positivist paradigmatic world view and assume that future 
work should be quantitatively orientated.  Instead of focusing solely on measuring the 
effectiveness of first year seminars only through quantitative work, the field would be 
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enriched by studies that take a true mixed methods approach to investigating first year 
interventions. 
The advantages of this type of research design have been well argued.  Broadly, 
mixed methods approaches to investigating complex problems provide both the 
objectivity of quantitative work as well as the contextual dynamism of qualitative 
research (Cresswell, 2003).  Approaching the study of first year seminars from a mixed 
methodological standpoint would allow for clear answers to questions such as whether 
course participation increases second year retention while also addressing less strictly 
defined questions.  By adding a qualitative component to the types of studies included in 
this sample, future research would lend a voice to the people most intimately involved 
with first year seminars.   
A mixed methods approach to the study of first year seminars would allow for 
greater nuance in addressing questions that surround such a critical first year intervention.  
Quantitative studies such as those included in this study’s sample allow researchers, 
administrators, and faculty to investigate how effective FYS course participation is in 
increasing measurable outcomes such as GPA and first-to-second year retention.  
However, purely quantitative studies do not provide an avenue for the voices of those 
involved.  By conducting qualitative studies alongside quantitative we might better 
understand why some courses work and some don’t.  This type of work would allow 
students, faculty, staff, and administrators to provide insight into the effectiveness of the 
courses by sharing their experiences.  These voices might bring to light aspects of these 
courses that are either effective or not that quantitative work by itself would not be able 
to identify.  It is critical, then, that future work include both quantitative and qualitative 
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investigations of first year seminars and, when possible, that they are done together.  By 
taking this step, the field can move beyond asking if these courses work or not and begin 
to ask why. 
Conclusion 
The systematic review and meta-analyses conducted in this study lend clear 
statistical support to decades of research which has shown participation in extended 
orientation first year seminars to be positively associated with many key educational 
outcomes.  This study was an attempt to move the investigation of this intervention 
forward by conducting a broader study than had been previously completed.  Although 
there were statistically significant results for all three outcomes, the key takeaway from 
this study is the lack of practically significant effects produced by seminar participation.  
Although statistical significance is important, the practical effects of course participation 
displayed in this study are small.  This distinction is critical in an environment in which 
institutions of all types are expending large amounts of fiscal and human resources to 
adopt first year seminars as their primary tool to transition students from high school into 
postsecondary education.  With more than 90% of institutions in the United States 
reporting the use of a first year seminar of some type on their campus, we are already in 
danger of overreliance on these courses as the one best tool to get students to their second 
year and eventually to degree attainment.  To fight this tendency, future research must 
critically evaluate these courses in a much fuller context in an attempt to move our work 
beyond questions of whether these courses work and move toward questions of whether 
the first year seminar is the best we can do for our students. 
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Figure 1 
Trim & Fill Analysis – First Term GPA 
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Figure 2 
Trim and Fill Analysis – First Year GPA 
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Figure 3 
  
Trim and Fill Analysis – First-to-Second Year Retention 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A – Screening Coding Guide 
 
Study Inclusion Criteria 
1. Is this study examining an extended orientation first-year 
seminar? 
0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t tell 
If no then stop 
2. Is this study comparing students who were enrolled in a FYS 
versus students who were not enrolled in an FYS? 
0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t tell 
If no then stop 
3. Was enrollment in the seminar voluntary? 0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t tell 
If no then stop 
4. Was this a quantitative study? 0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t tell 
If no then stop 
5. Did the study report students’ first year GPA and/or first-to-
second year retention? 
0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t tell 
If no then stop 
6. Did this study take place at a 4-year university in the US? 0. No 
1. Yes 
If no then stop 
 
 
 
 
 
 127 
 
Appendix B - Full Coding Guide 
 
Study Background/Characteristics   
 
1. Report ID 
 
 
___ ___ ___ ___  
 
2. First Author (Last name) 
 
 
 
 
3. First page number 
 
 
   
 
4. Year of Publication 
 
 
 
 
5. Publication Status 
 
0. Unpublished 
1. Journal 
2. Book/Book Chapter 
3. Agency Report 
4. Dissertation 
4. Other 
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FYS Experiences   
 
6. Intended length of FYS program 
 
 
 
_____ Less than 1 Semester 
_____ 1 Semester 
_____ 1 Year 
_____ > 1 Year 
 
7. Under what general umbrella does the 
FYS fall?  
 
Note: Use the authors’ designation unless 
it seems problematic or unclear. 
 
1. Extended Orientation/Transition Themed 
2. Academic Themed 
3. Discipline Specific 
4. Remedial Education 
5. Academic Probation Seminar 
6. Other  ________________ 
7. Can’t tell 
8. Topics Covered in Seminar 
 
1. College transition 
2. Study strategies 
3. Academic remediation skills 
4. Advising/career & major 
exploration 
5. Discipline/Major Content 
6. Multicultural Issues 
7. Interdisciplinary 
8. Academically Integrated 
9. Can't tell 
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10. Other ___________________ 
 
9. Was Participation in the FYS 
voluntary? 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
 
10. Was the FYS credit bearing? 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
 
11. Was the FYS graded? 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
 
12. Was the FYS Pass/Fail? 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
 
13. Was there a co-curricular component? 
 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
 
13a. If yes, what was the co-curricular 
portion? 
 
 
 0. No 
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14. Was the Instructor full time faculty? 1. Yes 
 
15. Was the course team taught? 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
2.  Can’t Tell 
 
 
15a. If yes, who were the co-teachers 
(what were their roles on campus)?   
 
 
____________________________ 
____________________________ 
FYS Setting/Environment  
 
18. Carnegie Classification of the 
university of study. 
 
Note:  These are Carnegies’ Basic 
Classification categories as of March, 
2013 
 
1. Associate’s College 
2. Doctorate-Granting University 
3. Master’s College/University 
4. Baccalaureate College 
5. Special Focus Institution  
6. Tribal College 
 
19. What region of the United States is 
the institution located?  
 
 
1. Northeast 
2. Southeast 
3. South 
4. Midwest 
5. Upper Midwest 
6. West 
7. Northwest 
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8. Southwest 
 
20.  What size is the institution? 
 
1. Small 
2. Mid-Sized 
3. Large 
 
 
 
21.  What is the university setting? 
 
 
1. Rural 
2. Urban 
3. Suburban 
Sample Characteristics  
 
23. Sample SES 
 
 
1. Low 
2. Lower middle 
3. Middle 
4. Upper Middle 
5. Mixed (lower, middle, and upper) 
6. Mixed (middle and upper) 
7. Mixed (middle and lower) 
99. Unknown 
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24. Sample ethnicity 
 
% African-American 
 
 
% Asian American 
 
 
% Latino 
 
 
% White 
 
 
% Other 
 
 
% Mixed Race 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
___   ___   ___ . ___ 
 
 
 
25. Were students explicitly described as 
“at-risk”? 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
2. Can’t Tell 
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26. Gender Demographics 
 
 
 
26a. % Male ___  ___  ___  . ___% 
26b. % Female ___  ___  ___  .  ___% 
 
27.  Year of Study 
1. Freshman 
2.  Sophomore 
3.  Junior 
4.  Senior 
Research Design  
 
28. Research design 
 
 
 
1. Randomized assignment 
2. Non Random Assignment 
3. Quasi-Experimental 
4. Other _______________  
 
 
 
29. Was matching used to place students 
in FYS? 
 
 
 
      0.   No, these were not used 
1. Yes, matching 
 
 
29a. If matching was used, what 
variable(s) were used to equate the 
 
0. n/a, no matching or statistical control 
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groups? (Circle all that apply.) 
 
was used 
1. pretest of commirment construct 
2. prior academic achievement 
3. SES 
4. Student Sex 
5. Multiple variables 
6. Propensity score matching 
7. Other                _______________ 
      9.   Can’t tell 
 
 
31. Total sample size at the beginning of 
the study  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 
 
 
 
31a. What was the FYS sample size at the 
beginning of the study? 
 
 
___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 
31b.  What was the comparison group 
sample size at the beginning of the study? 
___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 
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32. Did the study include some measure 
of prior academic ability (HS GPA, ACT, 
SAT, etc.)? 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
32a. If yes, list page number: 
 
 
2. p. ___  ___  ___ 
 
33. Did the study give an indication about 
the baseline comparability of groups in 
terms of other (non-achievement) 
characteristics? 
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
 
33a. If yes, list page number: 
 
 
2. p. ___  ___  ___ 
Measurement Characteristics  
(Note: Complete for every outcome 
measured) 
 
 
 
34.  Is retention/persistence to the second 
semester or second year a dependent 
variable? 
 
0.  No 
1.  Yes 
 
35. Is academic achievement as measured 
 
0.  No 
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by first semester or first year GPA 
measured as a dependent variable? 
 
1.  Yes 
36. Name other DV’s measured 
Note: When there are multiple DVs, be as 
clear as possible in your labeling. Use the 
rest of the cell to make notes that might 
help your memory. 
 
 
 
Name: ____________________________ 
            ____________________________ 
            ____________________________ 
            ____________________________ 
 
37. Source/Informant for Data 
 
1. Student self-report 
2. Admission/HS information 
3. Registrar/institutional research office 
4. Other    ______________________ 
9. Can’t tell 
 
 
46.  At how many points in time was the 
DV measured? (Not including pretests) 
 
 
___  ___ 
 
 
47. Were the DVs measured at the end of 
the first semester?   
 
 
0. No 
1. Yes 
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Appendix C – Study Request Protocol 
Dear Colleagues:  
I am reaching out for help in finding previous research on first year seminars.  I’m 
currently conducting a meta-analysis which will examine the effectiveness of extended 
orientation/transition first year seminars.  Specifically I am exploring the impact of these 
courses on first term GPA, first year GPA, and/or on first-to-second-year retention of first 
time undergraduates at 4-year universities in the US.  I am reaching out to our FYE 
community to ask whether any of you have conducted, are conducting, or are aware of 
studies which have investigated extended orientation first-year seminars’ impact on these 
outcomes but that have not (for whatever reason) been published.  If you know of any 
such studies and are willing to share them with me or direct me toward the study 
author(s) I would be extremely grateful.  If anyone is willing do so please contact me 
directly via email. 
  
Thank you all for any help you might provide and for the work you do in advancing first 
year success! 
 
Matthew Berry 
Doctoral Candidate/Graduate Research Assistant 
College of Education & Human Development 
University of Louisville 
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Appendix D – Group Comparability 
First Author  % Minority HS GPA SAT/ACT 
 Low 
SES 
First 
Generation 
Beal  - - - - - 
Behrman  - - - - - 
Bitz  - -  - - 
Blackett 58 - - - - 
Brunelle-Joiner 18 .14 .01 - - 
Burgette 35 -.02 -.02 - - 
Cambridge-Williams 38 .05 .14 - .75 
Carstens - - - - - 
Cavote - .24 .23 - 1.26 
Chartriand - - - - - 
Clark 29 -.70 -.84 - - 
Craig 27 - -.28 - - 
Davis - -.08 -.50 - - 
Davis-Underwood - - - - - 
Douthett 6 - -.42 - - 
Fidler - - - - - 
Fry 21 -.16 -.23 (SAT) 
-.20 (ACT) 
- - 
Frysinger - - - - - 
Green 11 - - - - 
Helbig 8 - - - - 
Hollins 27 - -.17 - - 
House - - - - - 
Jackson - - - - - 
Janz 9 - -.10 - - 
Lang 24 -.07 -.03 - - 
Lashley - - - - - 
McMillan-Haron 42 - - - - 
Micceri - - - - - 
Millera - - - - - 
Millerb - - - - - 
Nottingham - - -.82 - - 
Rogers 31     
Schnell - - - - - 
Shanley 47 - - - - 
Sidle 48 - - - - 
Spann 7 - - - - 
Sparks 47     
Starke 29 - - - - 
Stewart 25 - -.11 - - 
TeDuits 70 - - - - 
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Weissman 18 0 -.05 - .71 
Williford - - - - - 
Yale - - - - - 
Yarbrogh - - - - - 
Yu - - - - - 
 
Notes. HS GPA = high school grade point average. For HS GPA, and SAT/ACT the 
statistics in the cells are standardized mean differences. For Low SES and first generation 
status, the statistics in the cells are odds ratios. 
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Appendix E – Moderator Table  
Study 
Sample > 
Median 
Matching
/Control 
Multiple 
Cohorts 
Large 
Institution 
Doctorate-
Granting Faculty  
New 
FYS 
Co-
Curricular 
> 75% 
White 
Peer 
Mentor 
Beal 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 99 1 
Behrman 1 0 1 99 99 0 1 1 99 1 
Bitz 1 1 1 99 99 99 99 1 99 1 
Blackett 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 
Brunelle-Joiner 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 
Burgette 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 
Cambridge-Williams 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 
Carstens 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 99 1 
Cavote 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 99 1 
Chartriand 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 99 99 99 
Clark 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 
Craig 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 
Davis 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 99 1 
Davis-Underwood 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 99 1 
Douthett 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 
Fidler 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 99 1 
Fry 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 
Frysinger 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 99 1 
Green 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 
Helbig 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 
Hollins 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 
House 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 99 99 1 
Jackson 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 99 0 
Janz 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 
Lang 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 
Lashley 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 99 0 
McMillan-Haron 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 
Micceri 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 99 1 
Millera 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 99 1 
Millerb 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 99 1 
Nottingham 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 99 1 
  
 
 
1
4
1
 
Rogers 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 99 1 1 
Schnell 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 99 1 
Shanley 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 
Sidle 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 99 1 1 
Spann 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 
Sparks 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Starke 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 
Stewart 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 
TeDuits 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 99 1 0 
Weissman 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 99 0 0 
Williford 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 99 99 0 
Yale 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 99 1 
Yarbrogh 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 99 0 
Yu 1 0 1 99 99 0 0 99 99 1 
Notes. 99 indicates a missing value.  The median sample size was 1,210.  Studies above this value are notated as 0, studies below this 
value are notate as 1. O indicates that the study employed matching or statistical control, 1 indicates that studies did not use matching 
or control.  O indicates that studies followed multiple cohorts, 1 indicates that it did not use multiple cohorts.  Studies that took place 
at large institutions are denoted with a 0, while those that did not are denoted with a 1.  Studies that took place at a doctorate-granting 
institution are denoted by 0, studies that took place at a Masters or Baccalaureate granting institution are denoted by a 1.  Courses 
taught only by faculty are denoted by 0, courses taught by faculty or teams of faculty and staff are denoted with a 1.  Studies 
investigating new courses are denoted by 0, studies which did not investigate a new course are denoted by a 1.  Courses with co-
curricular components are denoted by a 0, those without a co-curricular component are denoted by a 1.  Samples that are over 75% 
White are denoted by a 0, those that are less than 75% White are denoted by 1.  Courses which used a peer mentor are denoted by a 
0, those courses that did not are denoted by a 1.   
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Appendix F - Studies Included in Meta-Analytic Samples 
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